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…the veil between the worlds…so opaque to the intellect, is nowhere else 
so thin and permeable… Here a hand from the hidden country touches not 
only my soul but my body… Here is big medicine and strong magic.  
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ABSTRACT 
Latino foreign born immigrants from Central and South America and the 
Dominican Republic represent around twenty percent of the Latino population in the 
United States. This wave of “Other Latinos/as” began to arrive in the late 1970s and early 
1980s. This thesis explores the spiritual practices of three Latino Protestant congregations 
comprised mainly by first generation immigrants in the area of New England. Drawing 
from literature in spirituality studies, theology, and Latino/a studies, this thesis brings a 
religious and cultural analysis of Latino immigration through the lens of Gloria E. 
Anzaldúa’s spiritual theorizing of Borderlands as a Nepantla experience. The thesis, 
moreover, proposes pastoral practices of spiritual, ethnic identity, and community 
formation that are biblically and theologically informed, contextual, and transformative in 
response to the needs and particularities of these congregations. In analyzing data from 
the “Other Latinos/as” this study thus provides a needed corrective and supplement to the 
widespread notion of a monolithic Latino theology of spirituality based on the Mexican, 
Puerto Rican and Cuban immigrant experiences. The thesis also aims to move the 
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conversation about Latino Protestant spirituality beyond the common stereotypes which 
describe it as festive, family oriented, and emotive towards a more nuanced 
understanding of the religious practices of these communities.  
 ix 
 
Preface 
 
Personal experience at the Borderlands 
 
Scholars in the field of spirituality recognize the self-implicating nature of their 
subject of study.1 In a sense, to speak about spirituality as a distinctive Christian religious 
experience implies an inevitable degree of self-implication. Therefore this thesis, as a 
study of a particular spirituality, entails a level of self-implication that needs to be 
explicit at the outset. In this work, I combine the theological reflections, ethnographic 
research, and spiritual experiences that have shaped my own spiritual journey as a Latino 
immigrant in the United States along with the insights drawn from my pastoral ministry 
among communities of Latino immigrants for more than a decade. 2 
From the very first semester of my graduate studies in spirituality at Boston 
University School of Theology in the fall of 2012, I began to identify deep in my soul a 
sharp sense of emotional pain which often followed after the classes. I tried to process 
this experience, thinking that maybe it was due to the amount of academic work I was 
facing or the challenges of adjusting my schedule to fulfill the responsibilities of a full-
time job during the week plus the demands of pastoring a church over the weekends. 
However, the longer that I prayerfully reflected on this matter, the clearer it became to 
                                                          
1 Elizabeth A. Dreyer and Mark S. Borrows, eds., Minding the Spirit: The Study of Christian Spirituality 
(Baltimore, MD: John Hopkins University Press, 2005), 61-152. 
 
2 In this thesis the term Latino is used to include both genders. 
 x 
 
me that something other than academic rigor or time management was involved.3 I 
discerned that somehow the feeling was related to the experience of living simultaneously 
in different cultural worlds –the world of social services to children in foster care, the 
academic world of a school of theology, and the communal world of a congregation of 
Latino immigrants- worlds with diverse and even conflicting narratives, wounds, and 
stories. 
After several months of struggle, I came across the work of Gloria E. Anzaldúa 
(1942-2004) and her conceptualization of the borderlands as an existential/spiritual 
experience rooted in the specific historical, political, and cultural conditions of those who 
live between cultures-the borderlands dwellers. Anzaldúa refers to the borderlands as 
“una herida abierta [an open wound]…a place created by the emotional residue of an 
unnatural boundary.”4 Anzaldúa’s insights helped me name and assert a personal 
experience but also prompted an interest in exploring Latino spirituality through the 
larger frame of reference of borderlands theory.5  
                                                          
3 Patricia O’Connell Killen and John De Beer, The Art of Theological Reflection (New York: Crossroad, 
1994). I did not come across this work until three years later but this book helped me to understand the 
process I underwent. 
 
4 Gloria Anzaldúa, Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza, 4th ed. (San Francisco: Aunt Lute, 2012), 
25.  
 
5 My approach recognizes the range of scholarly approaches to the concept of “borderlands”, including its 
use in historical investigations, yet this study approaches the concept of borderlands primarily in terms of 
its theological and spiritual significance. For more on the religious dimensions of the concept of 
borderlands see Sarah Azaransky, “Introduction: The Border and the Borderlands,” in Religion and Politics 
in America’s Borderlands, ed. Sarah Azaransky (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2013), 9. C. Alejandra 
Elenes, Transforming Borders: Chicano/a Popular Culture and Pedagogy (Lanham, MD: Lexington 
Books, 2011), 12. Luis D. Leon, “Metaphor and Place: The U.S.-Mexico Border as Center and Periphery in 
the Interpretation of Religion,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 67, no. 3 (1999): 541-571, 
and Manuel A. Vásquez and Marie F. Marquardt, Globalizing the Sacred: Religion across the Americas 
(New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2003). 
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My approach also aligns with what Sandra M. Schneiders calls an anthropological 
approach to the study of spirituality.6 Besides the historical and theological continuity 
necessary for a Christian approach to spirituality, in this thesis I intend to probe those 
“edges where the field of spirituality is influenced by important aspects of contemporary 
experience that are not intrinsic to Christianity itself.”7 Anzaldúa’s borderlands theorizing 
on spirituality as related to the shifting identities and cultural hybridity of many Latino/a 
immigrants provides analytical tools to broaden and deepen the interpretation of the 
spirituality lived out by these communities. 
Another issue that surfaced during those first months of graduate studies was what 
Adrienne Rich referred to as “invisibility in the academe.” Her 1984 poem captures the 
feelings I experienced after classes:  
When those who have the power to name and to socially construct reality 
choose not to see you or hear you, whether you are dark-skinned, old, 
disabled, female, or speak with a different accent or dialect than theirs, when 
someone with the authority of a teacher, say, describes the world and you are 
not in it, there is a moment of psychic disequilibrium, as if you looked into a 
mirror and saw nothing. Yet you know you exist and others like you, that this 
is a game with mirrors. It takes some strength of soul–and not just individual 
strength, but collective understanding–to resist this void, this nonbeing, into 
which you are thrust, and to stand up, demanding to be seen and heard. 8 
 
Fortunately, the phase of “psychic disequilibrium” has driven me to the 
conviction that one way to resist this invisibility is by writing this thesis and by 
                                                          
6 Sandra M. Schneiders, “Approaches to the Study of Christian Spirituality,” in The Blackwell Companion 
to Christian Spirituality, ed. Arthur Holder (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2011), 15-33. 
 
7 Ibid., 26. 
 
8 Adrienne Cecile Rich, “Invisibility in Academe,” in Blood, Bread and Poetry: Selected Prose 1979-1985 
(New York: Norton, 1986), 199. 
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implementing practices of ministry in which borderlands dwellers like myself and the 
communities I work with find their own faces accounted for in the ecclesial and academic 
discourses of Latino spirituality.9 During the years that I have ministered to Latino 
Protestant immigrant communities in the United States I have witnessed how these 
women and men find in their communal experience of worship a spirituality that affords 
the empowerment and liberation they need in order to assert their individual and 
collective identities disregarding public discourses which portray their legal status as a 
threat to national security through a subtle ethno-racial stigmatization. Borderlands 
spirituality is wrought out of the experience of the borderlands, it is practiced at the 
margins of the religious and cultural centers of North American society, and yet, it is a 
spirituality that according to the Pew Hispanic Center is “transforming the nation’s 
religious landscape.”10 
  
                                                          
9 The concept of finding one’s face is central to Náhuatl anthropology. One function of the sages or 
philosophers [the tlamatinime] in that culture was to help people, through their teachings, to have or to 
develop a face. See Miguel León-Portilla, La Filosofía Náhuatl: Estudiada en sus Fuentes, 4th ed. (Ciudad 
de Mexico, Mexico: UNAM, 1974), 66. I will elaborate on this concept later in the context of identity and 
spiritual formation of Latino immigrants.  
 
10 Pew Hispanic Center, “Changing Faiths: Latinos and the Transformation of American Religion,” Pew 
Research Center, 2007, accessed February 17, 2015,  
http://www.pewhispanic.org/2007/04/25/changing-faiths-latinos-and-the-transformation-of-american-
religion. 
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Introduction 
 
Immigrant Spirituality Studies: Initial Stages 
The study of Latino popular religion in the United States is foundational for this 
thesis.  The works of Catholic theologians such as Allan Figueroa Deck, Virgilio 
Elizondo, Ada María Isasí-Diaz, and Roberto S. Goizueta delve into the field of Latino 
spirituality from various angles such as pastoral ministry, race and the history of the 
geographical borderlands, the struggle (cotidiano) of Latina women, and aesthetics.  
However, their analysis of the intersection of immigration and spirituality as a focal point 
of theological reflection on spirituality and ministry is limited to the Latino Catholic 
context. This thesis, while building upon the scholarship of Catholic and Protestant 
theologians, is focused in the Latino Protestant immigrant experience. 
A brief summary of the trajectory of the academic study of and pastoral interest in 
Latino immigration and spirituality in the United States underscores the importance of 
this investigation. In 1999, Pope John Paul II called attention to the phenomenon of 
Latino immigration to the United States.  As he noted in the Apostolic Exhortation 
Ecclesia in America, families emigrating from Latin American countries to North 
America often bring with them “a cultural and religious heritage which is rich in 
Christian elements.”1 And, for that reason he exhorted the church to be prepared to 
                                                          
1 Pope John Paul II, “Ecclesia in America” (The Church in America), Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1999, 
accessed October 19, 2016, http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-
ii/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_jp-ii_exh_22011999_ecclesia-in-america.html. 
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address the spiritual and social needs of the waves of new comers. This exhortation set 
the Catholic agenda for a more integrated approach to Latino migration.2 
Three years later, in January 2002, the Scalabrinian Missionaries, in collaboration 
with the University of San Diego, California, convened the First Conference on 
Migration and Theology entitled Migration and Religious Experience in the Context of 
Globalization, which took place in Tijuana, Mexico.  With the participation of more than 
230 people, the conference sought to facilitate an interdisciplinary approach to study the 
phenomenon of migration and, in particular, “to develop a theology that takes into 
consideration the multiple dimensions of the complex and controversial issue of 
migration.”3 This approach, grounded in the Scalabrinian missional tradition, sought to 
have an “attentive listening to the experiences of the migrants.”4 
One example of this attentive listening during the conference was Maria Pilar 
Aquino’s lecture “La Humanidad Peregrina Viviente: Migración y Experiencia Religiosa 
(The Living Pilgrim Humanity:  Migration and Religious Experience).” Pilar Aquino 
noted that most scholarly analysis of migration fails to notice that people who cross 
borders are driven by dreams and visions of welfare deeply rooted in religious 
convictions. These operative convictions in turn underlie an “immigrant spirituality of 
                                                          
2 See also the joint document of the Mexican and United States Conferences of Bishops, “Strangers no 
Longer: Together on the Journey of Faith,” USCCB, January 22, 2003, accessed October 19, 2016, 
http://www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/human-life-and-dignity/immigration/strangers-no-longer-together-
on-the-journey-of-hope.cfm.  
 
3 Gioacchino Campese and Pietro Ciallella, eds., Migration, Religious Experience, and Globalization (New 
York: Center for Migration Studies, 2003), 8. 
 
4 Ibid., 8. 
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revolution and resistance.”5 By denoting this experience as “immigrant spirituality,” 
Aquino opened the possibility of a new approach to the study of Latino spirituality. 
That same year, Daniel G. Groody published the first extensive work of 
theological reflection on the spiritual dimensions invested in the migratory experience of 
Latinos in Border of Death, Valley of Life: An Immigrant Journey of Heart and Spirit.6 
His book is a systematic reflection on the treasures of Mexican popular religion and 
spirituality embedded in the stories of many immigrant families in the rural city of 
Coachella, California. Drawing on sociology and cultural anthropology, the book 
explains how these immigrants experience, understand and enact their spirituality through 
their participation in a four-day retreat. The author describes and reflects critically on the 
spiritual stories of these immigrants in light of the gospel narrative and their 
Mesoamerican religious heritage. The book depicts the spiritual journey of this 
community from brokenness, through healing and transformation, to a sense of 
contextual mission and union with God. 
Another important contribution from a sociological standpoint is Jacqueline Maria 
Hagan’s Migration Miracle: Faith, Hope, and Meaning on the Undocumented Journey.7 
This book is the result of five years of ethnographic research with more than 250 
undocumented immigrants from Mexico and Central America. Hagan explores how 
                                                          
5 Maria Pilar Aquino, “La Humanidad Peregrina Viviente: Migración y Experiencia Religiosa,” in 
Migration, Religious Experience, and Globalization, ed. Gioacchino Campese and Pietro Ciallella (New 
York: Center for Migration Studies, 2003), 124. 
 
6 Daniel G. Groody, Border of Death, Valley of Life: An Immigrant Journey of Heart and Spirit (New 
York: Rowman & Littlefield, 2002). 
 
7 Jacqueline Maria Hagan, Migration Miracle: Faith, Hope, and Meaning on the Undocumented Journey 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008). 
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immigrants interpret, create, and sometimes transform everyday religious practices to 
derive meaning for the decision to migrate. She also asks immigrants how they “put their 
faith into practice during their travels.”8 At the end of this investigation, Hagan 
concludes, “The narratives told in the book help us to understand why, for many 
[immigrants], migration is very much a religious experience.”9 
Latino Protestant theologians also have attempted to provide a contextual 
framework to sketch the broad contours of Latino spirituality in the United States, 
although they have not stressed the importance that the migratory journey and the 
marginal conditions of borderland experience have for spirituality and ministry.10 While 
my research interest and analysis are by no means entirely new in the field, I believe that 
the study of Latino immigration as a concern for spirituality studies and practical 
theology is still in its initial stages.11  
This thesis is grounded on the important contributions of Groody, Aquino and 
Hagan in the sense that the socio-political and historical conditions inherent in the 
                                                          
8 Ibid., 7. 
 
9 Ibid., 168. 
 
10 See, for example: Eldin Villafañe, The Liberating Spirit: Toward an Hispanic American Pentecostal 
Social Ethic (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1993); Edwin David Aponte, “Coritos as Active Symbol in 
Latino Protestant Popular Religion,” Journal of Hispanic/Latino Theology 2, no.3 (1995): 57-66; Justo L. 
González, ed., Alabadle: Hispanic Christian Worship (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1996); Samuel Solivan, 
“Sources of Hispanic/Latino American Theology: A Pentecostal Perspective,” in Hispanic/Latino 
Theology: Challenge and Promise, ed. Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz and Fernando Segovia (Minneapolis: Fortress 
Press, 1996); Elizabeth Conde-Frazier, “Hispanic Protestant Spirituality” in Teología en Conjunto: A  
Collaborative Hispanic Protestant Theology, ed. Jose David Rodriguez and Loida Martell-Otero 
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1997); Rubén P. Armendáriz, “The Protestant Hispanic 
Congregation: Identity,” in Protestantes/Protestants: Hispanic Christianity within Mainline Traditions, ed. 
David Maldonado (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1999); and Edwin Aponte, ¡Santo! Varieties of 
Latino/a Spirituality (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis, 2012). 
 
11 Gilberto Cavazos-González agrees with this assessment of the state of spirituality studies among Latino 
Protestant scholars. See his chapter “The Study of Spirituality,” in The Wiley Blackwell Companion to 
Latino/a Theology, ed. Orlando Espín (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2015), 421-438. 
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phenomenon of migration should be taken into consideration in the study of Latino 
spirituality. At this stage, it is imperative to begin to develop a textured and more 
nuanced understanding of the spiritual assets carried by these communities. At the same 
time, it is necessary to explore how the results of this investigation challenge, confirm, 
modify, or expand academic and theological discourses on Latino spirituality.12 
Furthermore, I believe that practical theologians and pastors need to address the 
compelling question of what this migratory experience and its socio-cultural and religious 
underpinnings might mean for the practices of ministry with thousands of first generation 
Latino Protestants in churches and communities across the country. 
 
Methodology 
This thesis is a work of practical theology that aims to inform the practices of 
ministry with communities of first generation Latino immigrants. I draw from several 
approaches of theological reflection13 within the threefold methodological framework of 
Liberation Theology and Catholic Action: Seeing - Judging - Acting.14 It is important to 
                                                          
12 As Edwin D. Aponte correctly points out “often academic studies of Christian spirituality are primarily 
focused on a closed set of practices that had their origin in early Christianity.” Yet the exploration of 
current practices of Latino spirituality might produce new insight as those ancient traditions are being re-
enacted in increasingly globalized contexts. Edwin D. Aponte, “Theologizing Popular Protestantism,” in 
The Wiley Blackwell Companion to Latino/a Theology, ed. Orlando Espín (Malden, MA: Blackwell 
Publishing, 2015), 416. 
  
13 Elaine Graham, Heather Walton, and Frances Ward, Theological Reflection: Methods (London: SCM 
Press, 2005); James N. Poling and Donald E. Miller, Foundations for a Practical Theology of Ministry 
(Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1985). 
 
14 The see – judge - act as theological method was first formulated by the Belgian Cardinal Joseph Cardijn, 
founder of the Young Christian Workers and also one of the fathers of the Second Vatican Council. See 
also Leonardo Boff and Cloovis Boff, Introducing Liberation Theology (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis, 
1994). 
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point out the relation of historical continuity between European Catholic Action and 
Latin American Liberation Theology.15 From the former I borrow a methodology –the 
Revision of Life- which prioritizes praxis and lived religious experience as central in 
theological reflection and practices of ministry and from the latter the use of social 
analysis –the Pastoral Circle- as necessary lens for the contextual interpretation of the 
lived experience of these communities.16 I also bring to bear my experience of ministry 
and the data collected in three congregations through the Latino Protestant Congregations 
Project, in which I am a researcher.17 
In consequence, the thesis draws on a body of literature in the fields of Latino 
spirituality studies and religious and cultural analysis of the borderlands.18Anzaldúa’s 
concepts of Nepantla, La Facultad and Making Face-Making Soul are the main features 
of the topography of borderlands spirituality that I will use in this thesis.19 My goal is to 
                                                          
15 Ana Maria Bidegain, “From Catholic Action to Liberation Theology: The Historical Process of the Laity 
in Latin America in the Twentieth Century” (working paper, Kellogg Institute for International Studies, 
University of Notre Dame, 1985), accessed July 2, 2016, 
http://kellogg.nd.edu/publications/workingpapers/WPS/048.pdf. 
 
16 Kathleen A. Cahalan and Bryan Froehle, “A Developing Discipline: The Catholic Voice in Practical 
Theology,” in Invitation to Practical Theology: Catholic Voices and Visions, ed. Claire E. Wolfteich 
(Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 2014), 27-51. 
 
17 The Latino Protestant Congregations Project (LPC) is a nationwide ethnographic research project among 
Latino Protestants in the United States designed to illuminate the variety and complexity of Latino 
Protestant congregations with three focal points: (1) worship and liturgy, (2) ethnicity and identity, and (3) 
context community and civic engagement. See “The Latino Protestant Congregation Project,” Davidson 
College, 2016, accessed December 13, 2016, http://www.lpcproject.org.  
 
18 While the Southern border that separates the United States from Mexico and the rest of Latin America is 
a physical line with a particular history, the term “borderlands” can also describe a condition of 
marginality, an experience of isolation and a process of self-definition, agency and cultural production that 
might take place thousands of miles away from the international boundary. See Daisy L. Machado, 
“Borderlife and the Religious Imagination,” in Religion and Politics in America’s Borderlands, ed. Sarah 
Azaransky (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2013), 81-98. 
 
19 I first discovered the language of topography as a metaphor for immigrant spirituality in Daniel G. 
Groody’s phrase “the inner landscape of the soul of a people.” See Groody, Border of Death, 2. These 
concepts will be explained in chapter 2. 
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investigate if these topographic features are identifiable in the religious practices of three 
Latino immigrant congregations. I also want to know how this topography is reshaped in 
the different spiritual landscapes of these communities. I give close attention to liturgical 
patterns (order of worship, style, artifacts, embodiment), religious practices (singing, 
preaching, bible reading, evangelizing), theological appropriation-production, and the 
individual and communitarian interpretation that Latino immigrants make of their 
religious experiences.20  
This thesis is intended to move the conversation about Latino Protestant 
spirituality beyond the common stereotypes which describe it as festive, family oriented 
and emotive toward a more nuanced understanding of the religious practices of these 
communities.21 Finally, I propose a contextual and transformative practice of ministry in 
the areas of spiritual, ethnic identity, and community formation. This practice, located in 
the experience of the borderlands, is designed to foster spiritual growth by challenging 
elements of cultural suppression, denial of ethnic identity, and naive readings of the 
history of the Conquest and the Colony present in Latino Protestantism in the United 
States. 
                                                          
20 According to Ricoeur, “the most appropriate place to interpret [religious experience] on its own terms is 
to inquire into its linguist expression.” See Paul Ricoeur, “Philosophy and Religious Language,” in 
Figuring the Sacred: Religion, Narrative, and Imagination (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), 35-47. 
 
21 See Justo L. González, ed., Alabadle!: Hispanic Christian Worship (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 
1996), 19-27; Eldin Villafañe, El Espirity Liberador: Hacia una ética social Pentecostal 
Hispanoamericana (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1996), 99-116; Juan Francisco Martínez, Walk with the 
People: Latino Ministry in the United States (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 2008), 56-58; and Eduardo C. 
Fernández, “Hispanic Spirituality,” in The New Westminster Dictionary of Christian Spirituality, ed. Philip 
Sheldrake (Louisville, KY: John Knox Press, 2005), 338-341. 
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      Following the stages of the Pastoral Circle -observation, interpretation, and 
response, this thesis is divided as follows:  
Seeing: In the first part of the thesis I will address the question of the 
characteristics of Latino immigrant spirituality. Combining my years of ministerial 
experience with Latino immigrant communities in the United States and Central America 
with observations and interviews in three Latino congregations, I will identify common 
liturgical patterns, theological themes, biblical metaphors and cultural processes and 
dynamics that inform the practices of ministry and shape the spirituality of these 
communities.22 
Judging: In the second phase, I will correlate those findings with the current 
conversation among Latino Protestant theologians and scholars of spiritual studies in 
order to explore the affinity, resonance or dissonance between the academic discourse 
and interpretation of Latino spirituality and the communal and individual lived 
experiences that I observed in these communities.  The second stage of practical 
theological reflection also includes an interpretation of meaning and value. The particular 
socio-cultural experience of the Latino immigrant community in the United States 
requires a contextualized theoretical approach suitable for analyzing and situating these 
meanings in light of the historical, ethnic, racial, and religious particularities undergirding 
                                                          
22 Because I am not formally trained in ethnographic studies, I will depend on the literature of 
congregational studies and spirituality with which I am much more familiar. James F. Hopewell, 
Congregation: Stories and Structures (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987); John Ackerman, Listening to 
God: Spiritual Formation in Congregations (Herndon, VA: Alban Institute, 2001); Gil Rendle and Alice 
Mann, Holy Conversations: Strategic Planning as a Spiritual Practice for Congregations (Herndon, VA: 
Alban Institute, 2003); Nancy T. Ammerman, Jackson W. Carroll, Carl S. Dudley, and William McKinney, 
ed., Studying Congregations: A New Handbook (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1998); and Nancy T. 
Ammerman, "Observing the Church in the World ," Practical Matters 6 (Spring  2013): 1-8, accessed 
October 15, 2014, http://practicalmattersjournal.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Ammermann-Observing-
the-Church.pdf. 
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the spirituality of this community. Anzaldua’s concepts of Nepantla, La Facultad and 
Making Face-Making Soul are the salient features of the spiritual landscapes of the 
borderlands. This topography is the frame of reference for my interpretation. 
Acting: In the third and final stage, I move to theologically informed, contextually 
aware, and transformative practices of ministry in areas of spiritual, ethnic identity, and 
community formation of Latino immigrants. In discussing the practices of everyday life 
as expressions of embodied spirituality, Jesuit Michel de Certeau makes a distinction 
between strategy and tactics. While strategy is linked to the structures of power, tactics 
are used by marginal people to “create space for themselves in environments defined by 
other people’s strategies.”23 I bring de Certeau’s insight into dialogue with the 
borderlands’ concept of Making Face-Making Soul and with several biblical passages 
from the letters to the Hebrews and 1 Peter in order to lay out the theoretical matrix for 
the articulation of these practices or “tactics” of ministry with communities “outside the 
gate.”24 
 
 
 
                                                          
23 Michel de Certeau, The Mystic Fable, trans. Michael B. Smith (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1992) cited in Philip Sheldrake, “Michael de Certeau: Spirituality and the Practice of Everyday Life,” 
Spiritus 12 (2012): 211. 
  
24 The expression comes from Hebrews 13:12-16 where the author describes the priestly ministry of Jesus 
as taking place “outside the city gate” and invites the community to endure their own marginalization. This 
was also a way to encourage the addressees (Probably a Jewish community exiled from Rome) to live out 
and reclaim their spirituality at the margins of the Roman Empire. Orlando E. Costas’ book Christ outside 
the Gate: Mission beyond Christendom (Maryknoll, New York: 1982) emphasizes the peripheral socio-
cultural location of the Latino community in the United States as an advantage when it comes to the 
evangelization of the North-American society. 
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Chapter-by-chapter outline 
The chapters of this thesis coincide with the three stages of the methodology. 
Chapter one constitutes the “seeing” stage of the theological method and is aimed to 
answer the question, “What are the common themes of Latino immigrant spirituality?”25  
This chapter describes the lived experience of these communities from my perspective as 
a participant observer. I also reflect critically and synthesize what I am seeing, hearing, 
and experiencing, giving priority to the way in which Latino immigrants define their own 
reality and embody their own spirituality. 
The first part of chapter two consists of the “judging” or analyzing the data in 
light of textual materials from Latino Protestant theologians and scholars of spiritual 
studies. This stage entails a “correlation of perspectives from culture and the Christian 
tradition” in order to produce an informed Christian perspective on practice, in this case 
Latino immigrant spiritual practices. 26  The second part of this chapter complements this 
theological analysis by theorizing - through the lenses of borderlands theory - about the 
levels of meaning of these practices as deeply rooted in specific social context. 
The third and final chapter will provide the practical mediation, the “acting” 
expressed in practices of ministry or tactics (Certeau). These transformative and 
contextual practices are intended to nurture processes of spiritual, ethnic identity, and 
community formation of individuals and communities.  The biblical image of 
                                                          
25 James Corkery refers to these characteristics as the marks of a particular spirituality. “Spiritualities, as 
articulated, practiced and materially expressed, bear the marks of their cultural contexts…” See Corkery 
“Spirituality and Culture,” in The New Westminster Dictionary of Christian Spirituality, ed. Philip 
Sheldrake (Louisville, KY: John Knox Press, 2005), 27. 
   
26 Poling and Miller, Foundations, 82. 
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communities practicing their spirituality “outside the gate” (Hebrews 13) provides a 
framework in which the stories of these Latino communities are seen within the wider 
story of God’s action in Jesus Christ.  
The conclusion summarizes the finding of the study and presents several 
contributions to the field of Latino spirituality and the practice of ministry among 
immigrant communities. 
 
Spirituality: A Working Definition 
 Since the term “spirituality” is certainly in vogue these days it is important 
to clarify from the outset what is implied in this investigation by expressions such as 
spiritual, spirituality, or spiritualized. 27 I understand spirituality as lived religious 
experience. That is, spirituality is the embodiment of religious experience through sacred 
symbols, liturgical practices, metaphoric narratives, operative theologies, and historical 
efficacy or agency. Spirituality is always mediated by subjectivity and takes place at “the 
frontiers” between personal experience and inherited traditions, between the individual 
and the communal, and between the inner dimensions of the person’s subjectivity and the 
outer manifestations of daily life. In the case of Latino spirituality these frontiers are 
                                                          
27 For this section I draw upon the following authors: Claire E. Wolfteich, “Spirituality,” in The Wiley-
Blackwell Companion to Practical Theology, ed. Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore (Malden, MA: Blackwell 
Publishing, 2012), 328-336; Gloria E. Anzaldúa, “Now let us Shift…the Path of Conocimiento…Inner 
Work, Public Acts,” in This Bridge We call Home: Radical Visions for Transformation, ed. Gloria E. 
Anzaldúa and Analouise Keating (New York: Routledge, 2002), 540-578; Sandra M. Schneiders, 
“Christian Spirituality: Definitions, Methods, and Types,” in The New Westminster Dictionary of Christian 
Spirituality, ed. Philip Sheldrake (Louisville, KY: John Knox Press, 2005),1-6; and Edwin David Aponte, 
¡Santo! Varieties of Latino/a Spirituality (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis, 2012). 
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extended to include geo-political boundaries, ethnic and racial categories, and cultural 
and linguistic dimensions. 
Spirituality as lived experience is also dynamic not static. As the divine-human 
encounter subjacent to all religious experience takes place along these frontiers, 
spiritualities are engendered that bear the marks of their cultural contexts and inherited 
traditions. The spirituality explored in this thesis is specifically Christian and for that 
reason it is anchored in the bible and its “horizon of ultimate value is the triune God 
reveled in Jesus Christ and communicated through the Holy Spirit.”28 It is a spirituality 
that enables Latino immigrants to interpret their socio-cultural location through the lens 
of the Scriptures. This spirituality, born out of the experience of the borderlands is a 
source of self-definition, resilience, and social militancy for individuals and communities 
engaged in the project of transformation and liberation engendered by the Christian 
gospel.  
 
Spirituality and Cultural Context 
To speak of Latino spirituality could be misleading since all spirituality is context 
bounded and the socio-cultural milieus in which Latino communities live, work, and 
worship are immensely diverse. Even in a small sample as the one on which this 
investigation is based there is a multifaceted array of religious expressions and spiritual 
                                                          
28 Schneiders, “Christian Spirituality,” 1. 
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practices that must be approached in light of their specificity and particularities. It is, 
therefore, more appropriate to refer to Latino spiritualities.  
Latino spirituality is more like a mosaic or a kaleidoscope in which liturgical 
forms, ritual patters, theological themes, and biblical motives are shaped and nuanced 
through the experiences and stories of individuals and worshiping communities. French 
Jesuit scholar of spirituality Michel de Certeau underscores the importance of context in 
the study of spirituality when he affirms that “…experience is always defined in cultural 
terms, even when it is religious” [since] it is through this “medium” that persons “find 
God” and “express [their] faith.”29 Seeing cultural context as the matrix whereby 
spiritualities are articulated, embodied, and expressed is necessary in order to avoid gross 
generalizations and essentialism.  
According to James Corkery “there are only spiritualities-in-cultures and cultures-
hosting spiritualities.”30 For this reason this chapter briefly explores the general contours 
of the socio-cultural environment occupied by these three congregations giving special 
attention to the history and interactions of these communities with their surroundings.  It 
also pays attention to the effects and influence of the dominant culture in the spiritualities 
of these local communities and the way those spiritualities challenge or even contest the 
hosting culture. 
 
                                                          
29 Michael de Certeau, “Culture and Spiritual Experience,” Concilium: International Journal for Theology, 
9 (November 1966): 3-16. 
 
30 James Corkery, “Spirituality and Culture,” in The New Westminster Dictionary of Christian Spirituality, 
ed. Philip Sheldrake (Louisville, KY: John Knox Press, 2005), 27. 
29 
 
 
Spirituality and Observed Religious Experience 
The subject of Christian spirituality can be approached from a variety of 
perspectives and with different methodologies. One might want to study the history of 
spiritual traditions and religious movements. Spirituality can also be studied with a focus 
on theology, practice, sacred texts, religious communities or diverse forms of art. As an 
academic discipline, a scholar could think about spirituality in terms of critical reflection, 
analysis, and correlation of spiritual phenomena through an interdisciplinary approach 
drawing insights and tools from other fields such as anthropology, psychology, sociology, 
or literary analysis. In this project, the analysis of the religious experiences of three 
Latino congregations gives priority to their worship services and small group meetings as 
primary sources of information and as entry points for the understanding of their 
spiritualities. This approach entails the use of participant observation as practiced by 
ethnographers in many other fields of investigation.  
Ethnographic approaches in the study of spirituality are relatively new on the 
field. As Kristy Nabhan-Warren rightly observes, the focus on “popular religion” by 
sociologists and historians in the decades of 1980s and 1990s has been moving recently 
towards an interest on “lived religion” and the use of ethnographic lens and methods for 
the study of the spiritual worlds of individuals and communities.31 Tone Stangeland 
Kaufman signals the convenience of this methodology by affirming that “an ethnographic 
                                                          
31 Kristy Nabhan-Warren, “Post AAR-SBL 2013: Reflections on the Method of Ethnography for the Study 
of Christian Spirituality,” Spiritus 14, no. 1 (Spring 2014): 56. 
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approach might enrich the study of Christian spirituality by expanding the sources…and 
by challenging or nuancing existing categories of the field.”32  
Concerning this methodology, professor of Pastoral Care and Counseling Mary 
Clark Moschella says “ethnography involves immersing one’s self in the communal and 
ritual life of a group, in order to gain an understanding of a situation from the inside out. 
Participant observation…requires the researcher to spend time in the field and engage in 
practices of faith with the people, thereby creating the condition for experiential 
learning.”33 The experiential learning this approach aims at comes when the participant 
observes as much as they can, using all the senses, and gaining “intersubjective insight” 
while prayerfully and attentively engaging with the faith practices of the group. During 
the stage of data collection in this research I participated in thirty field visits 
(approximately 80 hours of participant observations) and wrote field notes recording the 
impressions and insights gained during those intersubjective encounters. 
 
Spirituality and Interpretation of Religious Experience 
Besides participant observation, qualitative interviews help ethnographers to gain 
interpretative access to people’s spiritual practices, symbols, rituals and worldviews. The 
                                                          
32 Tone Stangeland Kaufman, “A Plea for Ethnographic Methods and a Spirituality of Everyday Life in the 
Study of Christian Spirituality: A Norwegian Case of Clergy Spirituality,” Spiritus 14, no. 1 (Spring 2014): 
94-102. 
 
33 Mary Clark Moschella, “Ethnography,” in The Wiley-Blackwell Companion to Practical Theology, ed. 
Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2012), 224-233. See also Mary Clark 
Moschella, Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice: An Introduction (Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim Press, 2008); 
Eileen R. Campbell-Reed and Christian Scharen, “Ethnography on Holy Ground: How Qualitative 
Interviewing is Practical Theological Work,” International Journal of Practical Theology 17, no. 2 (2013): 
232–259. 
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importance of letting people’s own interpretations and meaning-making to take priority 
above the researcher’s views cannot be overemphasized. This is perhaps the major 
difference between ethnography as a social scientific approach and the pastoral practice 
of ethnography as a tool to uncover and to improve the spiritual life of a community.34  
As a practitioner of sociological research the ethnographer analyses, codifies, and 
interprets the data with particular attention to institutional patters of social life, elements 
of socialization, and the interactional and organizational dynamics of the group.  As 
Gerardo Marti explains, social scientist do not attempt to describe “spiritual dynamics 
directly. Nevertheless, careful analysis of people’s descriptions of their routine worship 
experiences reveals interesting patters.”35 The pastor or spiritual director on the contrary 
is greatly interested in the spiritual dynamics embedded in those worship experiences and 
in the accounts delivered during the interviews. This approach weaves together the 
insights of pastoral counseling and spiritual direction with the contributions that come 
from social research, in an effort to “foster a creative interplay between individual and 
communal spiritual growth.”36  
The thirty-five semi-formal interviews (approximately 50 hours) that were 
conducted for this project were recorded and transcribed for the purpose of analysis. The 
content of these interviews, namely the interviewees’ accounts of their spiritual journeys, 
their understandings of prayer, worship, and church life, their descriptions of spiritual 
                                                          
34 See Mary Clark Moschella, “Pastoral Ethnography and Doctor of Ministry Education,” Journal of 
Christian Ministry 4, (2012), accessed March 10, 2016, 
htpp://www.journalofchristianministry.org/article/view/10243/7053. 
  
35 Gerardo Marti, Worship across the Racial Divide (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 78. 
 
36 Moschella, Ethnography, 229. 
32 
 
 
encounters with God, their appropriation of biblical texts, and their spiritual 
interpretations of the immigrant experience are the main source of information for this 
project.
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CHAPTER 1 
MARKS OF BORDERLANDS SPIRITUALITY 
 
The Congregations and their Contexts 
It is important to locate the persons and happenings portrayed in this project 
within the larger frame of reference of their collective histories as immigrants in their 
local neighborhoods, their denominational affiliations, and their transnational ties. The 
three Latino congregations chosen for this study are comprised mostly by first generation 
immigrants from Central and South America and the Caribbean. Thirty-one of the thirty-
five people that I interviewed were born outside the United States and came to this 
country in the past 20-25 years. This means that these congregations are relatively new in 
their neighborhoods in comparison with other historic Anglo churches on those areas.  
The fact that the majority of attenders in these churches did not grow in the 
United States makes Spanish the primary language spoken in these communities although 
children and youth prefer to communicate in English. The attenders’ age ranges from 
infants to people in their late 70’s and early 80’s and according to the pastors the median 
is people in their mid-thirties. In all congregations the number of women was 
significantly higher than men. Two of these congregations are affiliated with mainline 
denominations (United Methodist and American Baptist) however their members identify 
themselves as Pentecostal evangélicos rather than Baptists or Methodists.1 The third one 
                                                          
1 Among Latin American and Spanish dominant Latinos evangélico is a term that is usually synonymous 
with the broader term “Protestant” in the Anglo context. The religious-political connotations associated 
with the English term evangelical are not conveyed by the Spanish term evangélico. 
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is an independent, non-denominational ministry although the pastor has strong ties with 
an informal group of Pentecostal churches under the leadership of a charismatic pastor of 
a Latino megachurch in California. I was intentional in including a small church of 50 
members, a middle size congregation of 400, and a megachurch of more than a thousand 
participants in this sample so that I could see if the size impacts the spiritual interactions 
and practices of worship.  These congregations therefore are emblematic of the variety 
which characterizes Latino faith communities in this region. 
 
Still Waters 
Still Waters is the “Caribbean group” of a Latino congregation that houses three 
ethnic oriented ministries in the city of Providence, Rhode Island.2 In this multiethnic 
church one ministry serves mainly Central Americans from El Salvador, Honduras, and 
Guatemala. The second “ministerio” targets Guatemalans from the Maya-K’iche’ region 
and the third group is comprised primarily by immigrants from the Dominican Republic. 
This Caribbean group self-identifies as Pentecostals even though the sign of the building 
says that this is a Methodist church. There are around fifty members in Still Waters, thirty 
are youth and children and twenty adults. Dominicans are the second largest group of 
Latino immigrants in Rhode Island and began to arrive during the late 1950s and early 
1960s.3 Dominicans are well established in Providence. In 2011, Angel Taveras was 
                                                          
2 Names of the churches and of all persons in the study have been changed.  
  
3 Martha Martinez, “The Latinos of Rhode Island,” in “Rhode Island Latinos: A Scan of Issues Affecting 
the Latino Population of Rhode Island,” ed. Miren Uriarte et al. Gaston Institute Publications 34, 
University of Massachusetts, Boston, 2002, accessed October 27, 2016, 
http://scholarworks.umb.edu/gaston_pubs/34. 
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elected as the first Dominican-American mayor of the city. The majority of members in 
this congregation came to the United States with the legal support of extended families 
already settled in the area and for this reason the percentage of undocumented among 
them is minimum.  
The congregation is located in Cranston Street in a neighborhood where Latinos 
account for more than sixty percent of the population. The high percentage of Latinos in 
this neighborhood mirrors the unprecedented growth of immigrants in the city and in the 
state over the past 25 years.4 The main feature that signals the high concentration of 
Latinos in the area is the proliferation of small business such as restaurants, supermarkets 
or bodeguitas, liquor stores, travel agencies, botanic stores (indigenous spirituality 
supplies), shipping stores, money remittance agencies, barber shops and beauty salons. 
However this increase in population and commerce is not reflected in the improvement of 
socio-economic conditions of Latinos.5 This section of the city had the highest percentage 
of house vacancies in Providence between 2000 and 2010, with almost a thousand 
emptied units by 2010.6   
                                                          
4 There were 45,000 Latinos in RI in 1990. That number doubled in ten years with 90,000 in the 2000’s 
U.S. census. The ACS 2013 estimates 138,550 Latinos in RI and almost 40% of them (53,496) living in 
Providence. See “The American Community Survey,” U.S. Department of Commerce, accessed December 
13, 2016, https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs. 
 
5 According to one report in 2014 the median income for Latino households was nearly half of the median 
income for all RI households ($30,797 versus $ 54,891) and only 12% of Latinos held a bachelor’s degree. 
“State of Working Rhode Island: The Latino Labor Force,” Latino Policy Institute, Roger Williams 
University, 2015, access February 8, 2016, 
http://rwu.edu/sites/default/files/downloads/lpi/state_of_working_ri_latino_labor_force.pdf. 
 
6 “The Providence Plan Census 2010,” Office of Mayor Jorge O. Elorza, accessed July 13, 2015, 
https//www.providenceri.com/print/mayor/the-providence-plan-releases-census-2010. 
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The area is characterized by high rates of crime, proliferation of prostitution and 
drug dealers, and the dire conditions of empty houses and abandoned public spaces. 7 
This is the geographic milieu that Still Waters inhabits. As I have walked along Cranston 
Street, I have pondered how these numbers and statistics and the complex realities of this 
landscape could shade light for the understanding of the spiritual worldview and practices 
of this community.  
The history of Still Waters is closely tied with the spiritual pilgrimage of pastora 
Luz and her family. She was born in the Dominican Republic and grew up in the Roman 
Catholic tradition. In 1989 she came to the United States. After ten years living in this 
country and after enduring painful experiences of family brokenness even to the brink of 
divorce, in 1999 she “accepted the Lord.”8 For the next eleven years she and her family 
underwent a process of emotional healing and restoration. She also attended a bible 
institute in Providence for three years. This period was decisive in preparing her and her 
husband for their future ministry of pastoral counseling and accompanying families in 
crisis. In 2010 they began hosting bible studies with a small group in the living room of 
their house. As the group grew and they felt a call to serve God in pastoral ministry, Luz 
had to face the fact that the church they were attending at that time does not recognize the 
ordained ministry of women. The internal struggle came to an end when in 2013 a 
                                                          
7 The West End had more crime reports filled than any other neighborhood in Providence in 2012. 
 
8 The expression “to accept the Lord” is used in the Latino Pentecostal evangelical tradition to signify the 
moment an individual makes a conscious decision to declare Jesus as Lord and to confess his resurrection 
in order to be saved according to Romans 10: 9-10. This act needs to be accompanied of repentance and a 
commitment to obey God’s word, the bible.  Since most Latino Americans are born, baptized and raised in 
the Roman Catholic religious tradition, to accept the Lord signals a clear affirmation of an active agency in 
one’s spiritual undertakings in contrast with the passive adherence based on family traditions and cultural 
religious norms. 
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prophetess from the Dominican Republic told them that “the time to leave had come.” It 
was at that time that they left that church and came to work under the spiritual covering 
of pastor Eduardo, the senior pastor of this multiethnic Latino congregation. 
This brief overview of the history and the context of Still Waters should frame the 
way one understands what are the spiritual practices this community values, and why are 
some of those practices more prominent than others. The personal and communal stories 
of the members inform how they interpret their spiritual journey and their immigrant 
experience within that journey. At the same time, by considering how contextual and 
historic dimensions are ingrained into the religious identity of this group, it is possible to 
interpret the overarching narratives used by them in the process of liturgical meaning 
making and accrued lived spirituality as embodied in communal worship. 
 
The Harvest Church 
Samuel was born in Guatemala and came to the United States in the fall of 1985 
due to the complicated situation of raging wars in Central America during those years. 
According to his own account, Samuel had a “re-encounter” with the Lord while 
attending a Latino church in the city of Boston.9 After a series of events that connected 
him with other Pentecostal churches and pastors in Guatemala and California, Samuel 
along with other Central American families founded The Harvest church in 1996.  
                                                          
9 To have a re-encounter with the Lord or to “have a reconciliation” with God in Latino Protestantism 
means that a person who has been away from attending church, reading the bible, and  praying and fasting 
on regular basis comes back to God in repentance and is received in the fellowship of the community of 
faith.  In many cases, this is the experience of Latino immigrants who were raised in Protestant Pentecostal 
families and came very young to this country. This reconciliation marks a milestone in the spiritual journey 
but it is also important for the development and strengthening of social networks by newcomers in the 
immigrant community. 
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Pastor Samuel informs that in those formative years (1985-1995) God gave him a 
spiritual experience, as the one Paul refers to in 2 Corinthians 12:1-4. Through this 
experience Samuel could discern the spiritual condition of this region (New England) and 
God instructed him about three disciplines that would make his church to have “an 
impact that nobody could stop.” These disciplines are praying in the Spirit, unity in 
Spirit, and the restoration in financial giving. The purpose of these disciplines is so that 
“through the church the wisdom of God in its rich variety might now be made known to 
the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places.” (Ephesians 3:10) In other words, he 
explains, it is to have a church of “spiritual government.”  
During the first years of ministry they rented places for the meetings at other 
churches, then in hotels, theaters, auditoriums, schools, and universities. In total they 
were in more than thirty places across New England. Finally in 1996 the vision to build a 
new house of worship for God came during a time of fasting. They spent three years 
praying, fasting, and seeking God’s will until 1999 when they bought 14 acres of land in 
Weymouth, MA where the temple would be erected. The ground breaking began in 2003 
and over the next six years hundreds of hours-men supplied by volunteers from the 
church plus millions of dollars collected made possible that in 2008 they finish the first 
phase of the construction project and moved provisionally to the lobby where the 
meetings are being held up to this day.  
The Harvest is not a neighborhood based congregation. About 80 percent of the 
attenders are Guatemalans and many of them come from the same region. The majority 
of members live in Lynn, Massachusetts. Because this community had to travel many 
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miles to different cities in Massachusetts every week for many years they became what 
Omar M. McRoberts calls “an exilic congregation.”10 Notwithstanding this particularity 
has shaped their understandings and spiritual practices which have revolved around the 
construction of a temple since 1996. It is almost impossible to approach the religious 
worldview of this church without stepping into this motive.  
When I first discovered the “building a temple” narrative in this church I 
approached it as the logical development of the experience of social dislocation which 
this community supposedly interpreted in light of the 40-year journey of the people of 
Israel in the desert and the construction of the tabernacle of Moses. But as I allowed the 
sacred canopy of this group to unfold through the interviews and the field visits I 
confirmed the importance of this narrative but for different reasons which will be 
considered later. The centrality of the temple has in turn impinged upon this church’s 
views of its surrounding neighborhood and the relation with the dominant culture. As 
with Still Waters, the spiritual journey of the senior pastor plays a significant role in the 
development of the group’s spiritual identity and religious orientation. 
 
 
                                                          
10 Omar M. McRoberts, Streets of Glory: Church and Community in a Black Urban Neighborhood 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003). This is a study of African American and Afro-Latino 
churches in the area of Dorchester in Boston. McRoberts concludes in his study that the members of these 
congregations did not feel connected to the neighborhoods where the churches were located because they 
did not live there and therefore did not focus their missional activities within that perimeter. 
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Congregación León de Judá11 
In the summer of 1971 urban missionaries of the Emmanuel Gospel Center 
following in a long tradition of Protestant evangelization in the city of Boston (e.g. 
Charles Finney in the 1850s, Dwight Moody in the 1870s, Billy Sunday in the 1910s, 
Billy Graham in the 1950s, and Yiye Avila in the 1970s) were building a mobile sound 
stage for street evangelism among minority communities of African Americans and 
Latino immigrants at the South End.12 Later that same year and with the support of the 
Conservative Baptist Home Missions Society, they planted the South End Neighborhood 
Church of Emmanuel, SENCE. The focus of the EGC’s ministry was to help the 
development of immigrant and minority churches in the area. Over the next decade three 
new churches were launched. One of these was a Spanish congregation emerging under 
the leadership of Rev. J. Vergara in 1981.13 
Rev. Vergara was a Cuban pastor who came from Puerto Rico to Massachusetts in 
the early 1980’s. Vergara started meetings in Villa Victoria (a traditional Puerto Rican 
enclave at downtown Boston) and Roberto Miranda, who at that time was a graduate 
                                                          
11 The name of this church and its senior pastor has not been changed since all the information that I used in 
this section comes from a published book by Roberto Miranda or from material accessed online.  The 
names of all the members of this church who participated in the interviews are changed. 
 
12 The Emanuel Gospel Center is a non-denominational mission founded in 1938 to serve the impoverished 
population of the South End. In 1970 EGC began the Emmanuel Book and Record Shop, a storefront 
resource center that provided Spanish-language religious materials, mentorship, and meeting space for new 
congregations. See also Johnson Marilynn, “The Quiet Revival: New Immigrants and the Transformation 
of Christianity in Greater Boston,” Religion and American Culture: A Journal of Interpretation 24, no 2. 
(2014): 231-258. 
 
13 Oral interview with Paul Bothwell by Elizabeth Butler. See “Hispanic America: Systematic Poverty and 
the Evangelical Church in Cambridge, Massachusetts,” Somerville/Cambridge Latino Community History 
Project, TUFTS University, 2003, accessed January 7, 2016, 
http://dca.lib.tufts.edu/features/urban/reports.html. 
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student at Harvard University, was one who attended “since the second or third meeting” 
in Villa Victoria.14 The group grew rapidly and in 1982 they moved their meetings to the 
building of an Anglo Baptist church in Cambridge. This new Latino congregation 
doubled its membership the first year in Cambridge but in 1984 Vergara had to return to 
Puerto Rico and the congregation asked Roberto Miranda to be their pastor. Roberto was 
officially offered the position of pastor in 1985 and he was ordained by the Conservative 
Baptist denomination in 1986.  
Pastor Roberto recalls how about six months prior to Vergara’s announcement 
that he and his wife would soon return to Puerto Rico he had a “strange feeling” that 
came over him while standing at the podium teaching Sunday school. He described it as 
being “overtaken by a clear sense that I can only verbalize this way, it said to me: -This 
church has been started so that you would pastor it.” Roberto wanted to remain in 
Cambridge but he reports that God gave him a prophetic dream in which God instructed 
them to move the congregation “from the quiet and distinguished Cambridge’s 
neighborhood to the other side of the Charles River in Boston in order to begin a 
predominantly urban ministry.”15 
As time passed by, Roberto and the congregation discovered that this movement 
entailed much more than just a geographical change. During the fifteen years the church 
stayed in Cambridge (1982-1997) they underwent a process of spiritual transformation 
                                                          
14 Kerry Biggs, “Christian Latinos in Cambridge: Communities of Faith that Rise Above,” 
Somerville/Cambridge Latino Community History Project, TUFTS University, 2003, accessed January 7, 
2016, http://dca.lib.tufts.edu/features/urban/reports.html. 
 
15 Miranda Roberto, En la Tierra de los Peregrinos: La Iglesia Evangélica Hispana y su llamado Redentor 
(Rio Piedras, Puerto Rico: Palabra y Más, 2009), 99. 
 
42 
 
 
and administrative restructuration that resulted in the change of their name from Iglesia 
Bautista Central to Congregación León de Judá, a significant growth in attendance, the 
development of a new vision for the city, and the relocation to a very diverse and 
challenging neighborhood in the South End. Today, CLJ has a membership of more than 
a thousand people and is by far the largest, most diverse, financially solvent, and socially 
engaged Latino congregation of Massachusetts. 
CLJ is situated at the southern section of South Boston. Located just south of 
Chinatown and the Back Bay, the South End is one of the city’s oldest neighborhoods 
and is known for its Victorian townhouses and many small parks. Its proximity to 
Interstates 90 & 93 as well as to Northeastern University, the New England Conservatory 
and Boston University schools of Medicine and Public Health make the South End one of 
Boston’s most culturally diverse neighborhoods.16 The South End has experienced a 
dramatic gentrification over the past 20 years.17 And yet, the South End is a place of stark 
contrasts whereby coexist seven-figure townhouses along several large subsidized 
housing projects and shelters that accommodate the roughly five hundred homeless men 
and women who wander throughout Mass Avenue, Columbus Avenue, and Tremont 
Street. 
                                                          
16 According to the Boston Redevelopment Authority there are 24,577 habitants in the South End  
distributed  as follows 55% White, 16% Asians, 13% Latino, and 12% African Americans. See “South 
End,” Boston Redevelopment Authority, accessed January 22, 2016, 
http://www.bostonredevelopmentauthority.org/neighborhoods/south-end/at-a-glance. 
 
17 During this period the median condominium value has quadrupled. The rent in a two-bedroom apartment 
in the newly constructed Troy Boston development is more than $ 4,500 per month. See “Troy Boston,” 
SOWA: Art and Design District, accessed December 13, 2016, http://www.sowaboston.com/troy-boston. 
For the gentrification over the past twenty years, see “History of Boston’s Economy: Growth and 
Transition 1970-1998,” Boston Redevelopment Authority, accessed December 13, 2016, 
http://www.bostonplans.org/getattachment/ea39b8db-1a8e-49b4-ab1c-94832c84c56d. 
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Being attentive to the social realities of its neighborhood and the larger Latino 
community in the city, Congregation Lion of Judah has engaged these challenges through 
a very intentional effort to develop several faith-based community oriented programs. In 
1999, CLJ launched the Higher Education Resource Center (HERC) as a response to one 
of the most crucial needs in the Latino and African American surrounding communities, 
namely, at risk minority youth achieving higher education. In 2002 the Congregation also 
began Agencia ALPHA (Alcanzando Logros Para Hispanos Ahora). ALPHA is a non-
profit, faith-based organization that provides an array of services and assistance with 
immigration related issues. Vale Esperar is other initiative of CLJ and it is aimed to 
support youth in making healthy, responsible decisions to avoid risky sexual activity. All 
these programs are financed by grants from philanthropic organizations and some are 
federally funded. In addition to these formal social programs, the Congregation has 
several outreach programs for the homeless and Manos de Misericordia, a program to 
support foreign families with not connections in the city who come with children or 
relatives for medical treatment at the Boston Medical Center. 
My observations of the ministry and informal conversations with members of CLJ 
have expanded my understandings of Latino urban ministry. In the religious trajectory of 
CLJ many factors are interwoven that help account for the rich spirituality of this 
congregation. One needs to take stock of the biographical circumstances of the leaders, 
the urban developments of the neighborhoods, the historical movements of Latino 
immigrant communities, the denominational efforts of evangelization, and the 
sophistication and creativity of a talented group of professional Latinos fully invested in 
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the vision and mission of this church. All these elements are constitutive of a variety of 
communitarian spirituality mostly overlook by the studies in the field. CLJ has decided to 
deploy a spirituality which grapples with socio-economic realities while maintaining a 
strong emphasis in personal piety, theological orthodoxy, and Evangelical Pentecostal 
liturgy. 
 
Borderlands Spirituality: Three Vignettes 
 
“…what we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we have watched 
and our hands have felt, concerning the word of life…which was revealed to us, 
what we have seen and heard we announce to you.”18 
 
The purpose of these vignettes is to offer a point of entry into the diversity and 
complexity of the fabric of the spirituality of these congregations. The reason behind 
what is recorded and what is left unmentioned in these accounts is obviously subjective 
and personal. I have tried to include scenarios and events which not just impacted my 
appreciation of the spiritual richness of these communities but also those featuring a 
variety of spiritual practices and the intricacies of the human-divine encounter as 
articulated by these practitioners. Another intention of the vignettes is to illustrate the 
kind of questions driving my research and the concrete situations, liturgical or otherwise, 
which helped me to sharpen my inquiries. Before I began visiting these sites I had a 
notion of how Latino spirituality would look like and that presupposition informed the 
initial approach to this project. For instance, I thought that I was going to encounter a 
spirituality shaped by certain biblical narratives (e.g., exile, diaspora, liberation). I also 
                                                          
18 Richmond Lattimore, trans., “1 John 1:1-2,” in New Testament (New York: North Point Press, 1996). 
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expected, based on my pastoral experience with Latino congregations, to find a particular 
Hispanic liturgical framework and “flavor.” I was prepared to confirm my anecdotal view 
of Latino spirituality as socially disembodied. Yet all these premises were challenged as I 
encountered myself immersed in dozens of communal worship contexts like those 
described in the vignettes and the hidden symbolic meanings and social significance 
embedded in spiritual practices began to emerge.  
 
God is Working in Silence 
The sound track of a worship song began playing as several attendees, with closed 
eyes and lifted hands, sung along. The lyrics of the track were something like –Holy 
Spirit touch me, break me, and make me cry- There were about 15 adults and five 
children.  Julio, a tall and engaging Dominican young man with a well projected voice 
read a biblical passage and then he prays asking the Holy Spirit to “take control.” He also 
declared “all opposition subdued” because “where the Spirit of God is, there is freedom.”  
Julio also asked God to break shackles through the worship time and pleaded that the 
preaching of the word may be “the victory moment.” After several minutes in prayer, the 
musicians led the group in singing and Antonio (Pastora Luz’s husband) brought several 
boxes of tissues and handed some to those who were crying and left other boxes on a 
small table located at one side of the podium.  
As the meeting went on I noticed other people arriving and I counted 30 people 
deeply engaged in worship, singing uplifting songs in speedy rhythms, dancing, clapping 
and shouting declarations of victory. Pastora Luz, reassured the congregation with these 
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words: “praises will touch your [God’s] garment and our miracle will descend.”  Then, 
the group intones a rhythmic ballad and I caught some of the themes in the lyrics: “Prayer 
is sustenance. God goes at front opening paths, breaking chains, removing thorns, praise 
God. When he [God] stays in silence is because he is working… praise God.”  The whole 
congregation exuberates while singing and Pastora Luz again intervenes: “Our tears do 
not fall to the ground because you [God] gather them. They are not forever.” While all 
this is happening, I looked around the room and to the periphery and I noticed two 
preteen girls dancing extrovertly with tambourines and their eyes closed. I also saw a 
teenage boy asleep in a corner of the room and a white Anglo man following attentively, 
with wide open eyes, what is going on but who doesn’t seem to feel strange or 
uncomfortable.  
After one full hour of this intense worship ritual, pastora Luz introduces her 
sermon about forgiveness. Following the sermon there is a time of “ministración” 
[ministry] and people are invited to come to the front and to receive the ministry of 
prayer.  Several of them come, this time I notice how some of them move their bodies 
sidewise and back and forth, swaying, while waiting to be prayed for.  There seems to be 
not preoccupation about how much time pastora Luz spends with each person. 
Sometimes the prayer is intense and people look notoriously emotional. With others she 
whispers quietly something in their ears and they assent with their heads and then she 
lays hands on them or hugs them while praying.  
I observed several variations of this ritual every time that the members of Still 
Waters gather to worship and I always wonder about the worldviews and symbolic 
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worlds underneath these practices.  The name of this congregation –Still Waters- 
suggested me a rich metaphor to think on its spirituality. What is there beneath the 
surface of the water, of what I see? I thought of rocks, plants, powerful currents, 
whirlpools, and a whole topography at the bottom of a creek. What things are they 
thinking about when they claim for a miracle? What individual and social circumstances 
cause their tears to flow? What are the chains they envision God’s breaking and how is 
prayer and worship sustenance in their lives? How do they know when God is silent and 
working? And what happens when the moment of victory comes? Furthermore who were 
these people? When and how did they come to the United States? And how does that 
experience relate to their spirituality? 
 
A Garden of Princesses of God 
This was the fourth small group of The Harvest Church that I visited and in all of 
the houses I noticed how these families take good care of their homes. The places are 
always clean. The walls look as painted regularly, furniture is in good shape and in some 
there are computers, TVs, iphones and sound systems that group leaders use for worship. 
In one of the walls of the living room where we were meeting I saw a sign that caught my 
attention. Bienvenidas Princesas de Dios (Welcome God’s princesses). It was written 
with colorful letters, adorned with flowers and placed on the wall side by side with a 
poster of the church’s current financial camping for the construction of the building.  
The women gathering that night came from Guatemala, El Salvador and Mexico. 
Julia, the hostess, gave us a warm welcome. “Mi casa es su casa” she assured and 
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reminded us that it is good to gather together in harmony alluding to Psalms 133. Later, 
when more participants joined the group the leader also welcomed them with these 
beautiful words, “your presence embellishes our garden.” This small groups of humble 
and unsophisticated women quoted the scriptures with naturalness and precision. As in 
other small group meetings of this church the tradition is to read a biblical passage from 
the book of Proverbs. Since the book has thirty-one chapters, the verses for the day come 
from the chapter which corresponds to that calendar day. They consider that any 
participation during the meeting is “a privilege” and for the first time in my experience 
with Latino immigrant bible studies I heard the expression –let us turn the privilege to 
our sister so and so.  For them leading in prayer, reading a biblical passage or intoning a 
corito is a privilege rather than a right or responsibility. 
In the opening prayer, María thanked God saying “before we came you [God] 
were already here” and for that reason, she added, “we all choose to be here with you.”  
She welcomed God and asked that the word they were going to receive “would fall in 
fertile ground” and that God would receive all the “privileges” as fragrant, sweet savor 
unto God. This awareness of God’s presence in their midst and God’s centrality in the 
totality of their lives was thoroughly expressed during the gathering.  “It is to you that we 
want to please, not our brother or sister here,” said María.  Explaining Proverbs 3:27, 
another participant exhorted the group with these words: “when we help someone in 
need, we are not trying to be acceptable to him, rather the one [God] who is above and 
sees us and [God] is first of all seeing our heart.” And at the time of the offering, it was 
stressed that in light of Psalms 20:3 “our [giving] money it is not in vain, it is not given to 
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pastor or anybody else… but to keep the house of the king [God] going.” At the same 
time, a prayer of consecration of these financial contributions as well as the offering of 
time requested that God would accept them as a fragrant aroma and pleasing sacrifice 
unto God. The prayer included a “declaration” that the families represented there would 
not lack provision at their tables. 
These modest women created an intriguing spiritual environment only accessible 
through inter-subjective insight. As the program for the night evolved I began to imagine 
the symbolic world inhabited by these Latinas; a world in which they are God’s 
princesses in a garden. A world in which the expensive sanctuary they are raising money 
for is “a palace,” the “king house.” It intrigues me to consider how this understanding 
could inform the construction of their metaphoric identity as princesses. And how do they 
bring this symbolic world to bear on their spirituality? What is the function of the biblical 
text in the development of that identity and what reading strategies do they deploy in this 
process?  
 
Systemic Strategies for the Spiritual Journey 
The Congregación León de Judá is not a typical Latino church. Besides being one 
of the few Latino megachurches in New England, this community has developed a form 
of sophisticated ministry very rare in Latino congregations. This meeting was convened 
with the purpose of having a brainstorm with regard to a new evangelistic strategy the 
pastor wanted to receive feedback from key leaders. There were two dozen people in the 
room most of them being in their mid-forties and perhaps only a fourth of them in the 
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early thirties. The majority were Latino bicultural and bilingual professionals. After some 
words of welcome and an opening prayer by a deaconess of the church, another person 
presiding the meeting presented the agenda for the day.  
He explained the dynamics and rules for the meeting: “the pastor is the director, 
the person who will set the tone of how we are going, you are the participants, we all are 
participants and contribute ideas, there will be a redactor who is Joel, he will be writing 
the summary of the ideas…and I will function as facilitator.” He then referred to the goal 
for the night as “a process to produce ideas” and invited everyone to write down their 
ideas on the flash note cards that were distributed. “Later,” he said, “if we do not have 
time to hear everybody tonight, we will collect the cards and then we could discuss, 
analyze, group, and structure those ideas.” This was not the first meeting I attended at 
CLJ. I had participated in worship services, small bible studies, Sunday school classes, 
and prayer meetings yet this meeting was different and I did not know why, so I kept 
paying attention and taking field notes.  
At one moment during the meeting the pastor recounted how the church had spent 
many years focused on the projects of construction of their several buildings and facilities 
but this new evangelistic initiative, he said “it is focused, persistent, systematic, 
deliberate, programmatic, and strategic… and it requires that all the systems already in 
place in the church are brought together around this effort.” This was the first time I 
heard a pastor describing church’s life and ministry from a systemic theory perspective.  
Since the focus of the strategy was evangelization, the facilitator of the meeting 
took some time to underscore the importance of “definitions and processes” as related to 
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evangelism. “Evangelism,” he said “is understood in this context as bringing an 
individual to make a commitment with Jesus Christ as personal Lord and Savior.”  
According to this view “evangelization is basically to lead a non-believer through a 
process encompassing three stages” (1) drawing people to the church, (2) retaining those 
individuals in the fellowship of the group, and (3) procuring to secure in them a 
profession of faith. The result, he asserted is that “we will have and individual that begins 
his spiritual journey toward maturity.”  The next part of the meeting was dedicated to 
listening all the ideas and suggestions from the group.  
After a couple of days, I came back to my field notes and the voice recording of 
this brainstorm reunion still puzzled by the particular inroads this group made on 
dynamics of spiritual life at their church. How does spiritual formation look like from an 
organizational/systemic perspective? Is this approach identifiable at other Latino 
congregations? How does the fact that the majority of these leaders are bicultural 
professionals impact the way they think about spirituality? What images, metaphors, and 
biblical paradigms are operative in the spiritual experiences of this community? How has 
this intentional systemic approach informed the practices of ministry in CLJ? 
 
Four Themes of Borderlands Spirituality 
Thirty two of the thirty five participants in the interviews came to the United 
States between 1979 and 2006. However, most of them left Central America during the 
peak years of the wars (1982-1996).  The nine Caribbean on my sample arrived at various 
times and for several reasons not related to civil war. All of them were asked to recount 
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their migratory experience and the process of resettling in the United States in light of 
their spiritual journey. When I read the transcripts of the interviews and as I listened to 
the recordings I was able to identify four repeated and familiar themes. These themes in 
turn helped me to make sense of the complex configurations of spiritual practices that I 
witnessed as a participant observer. I have entitled these themes (1) Crisis, (2) 
Conversion, (3) Bible-X-perience, and (4) New Community-New Identity. I suggest they 
constitute the marks of Borderlands spirituality in the congregations researched. These 
themes signal both, punctual events and ongoing processes, in the lives of the members of 
the congregations. 
 
Crisis 
Whether they crossed undocumented the U.S-Mexican border or flew from Santo 
Domingo to New York or from Bogota to Miami, Latino immigrants report that after 
arriving in this country a process of crisis unfolded. For some it was a crisis that 
endangered the stability of their marriages and family life. Pastor Luz recounts that after 
arriving from the Dominican Republic in 1989 their marriage “was at the brink of divorce 
because we did not understand each other. We had caused a lot of pain to our children.” 
Leticia, who came from Honduras in 1993, says that once in the United States she “got 
married and had two sons but because a separation I got into loneness…there was a void 
that I felt.” Eduardo, his wife, and two children came from Chile in 2000 and they had to 
leave the oldest daughter with Eduardo’s parents. This separation was traumatic and 
Eduardo always asked God why they had to do that. Two years later Eduardo says “God 
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came and gave me comfort.” For many others the crisis implied the separation from the 
spouse or the sense of powerlessness to avoid that their teenage children who stayed in 
Central America got involved in drugs or gang related activities. 
A constant feeling during the period of crisis is fear. Beginning with the perils of 
crossing the treacherous natural barriers of the U.S.-Mexican border or the dread of been 
captured by the U.S. border patrol, immigrants who crossed the border frequently 
remember the prayers they offered to God in the midst of fear and uncertainty. José 
attempted to go across the border in the mid-1990s. Many of his friends left Honduras 
fleeing a wave of violence and sheer poverty and he began to consider the north bounded 
journey. In his second try that lasted eleven days, and fearing that he was going to be 
detained again, José made a promise to God: “God if you allow me to come to the United 
States I will serve you.” This sense of fear does not disappear once one is “on the other 
side.” What changes is the source that produces fear because once in North American soil 
life becomes plagued with a new set of unknown challenges.  
Most immigrants have a network of family members or friends who support them 
after arriving. However, after few weeks they have to face the challenges common to all 
new comers. Some things need to be secured first, to have a place to live, a way of 
making a living and the basic means for transportation. To the cultural barriers of 
language and customs which are shared by all immigrants, those who are undocumented 
have to add the emotional toll of stigmatization and “illegality” and the continuous fear of 
deportation. Alicia related the challenges she has encounter as immigrant, “it is difficult 
to be here without the family for instance driving [without a driving license] because one 
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knows that wherever one goes they could stop you, so you are always taking that risk and 
always asking God [not to be stopped].”  
As the new life unfolds, the previous notions of the American Dream are stroke 
down by the newly discovered complexities and bureaucracies in the Social Security 
Administration, the Internal Revenue Service, the Registry of Motors Vehicles and the 
ambivalence of immigration laws. Several mentioned in the interviews that the ultimate 
concern during those initial years was that because of the economic and legal hardships 
they eventually would have to return to their countries. Rosa, an enterprising Mexican 
woman could not find a job and after several weeks she prayed, “ok if I do not have a job, 
God you know that I have only one option left, I will return to Mexico although that will 
hurt my soul.” The crisis is therefore exacerbated adding new frustrations to the 
permanent fear. 
 But not all Latin American immigrants come to this country undocumented. Half 
of the interviewees obtained permanent residence because their family members were 
U.S. residents or citizens and they filled residence petitions for them. Others came with 
student visas to pursue undergraduate or graduate degrees and after graduation were able 
to get work related sponsors and gain green cards and citizenship. But in spite of the 
more secure situation some find themselves in the middle of a crisis of faith. Being 
removed from the security of their families and church communities and immersed on the 
academic secular environment of colleges and universities, their previous frames of 
reference are shaken to the core. Joaquín, a brilliant Guatemalan undergraduate majoring 
in engineering at the University of Massachusetts, relates the climax of his crisis of faith 
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in this way, “I was twenty years old…and at this point I am very broken. I would say 
probably in a state of depression and I cried out to God. I did not know what to call him 
so my prayer was something like this. –God, I do not know if you are real but if you are 
real I give you my life.” 
It is therefore accurate to affirm that Borderlands spirituality is a spirituality of 
crisis. A spirituality birthed out of the matrix of conflict, uncertainty, fear, risk, and 
confusion. Borderlands spirituality is not cultivated in the quiet and predictable 
surroundings of the prayer room in a monastery but rather in the din of combat. As a 
Mayan descendent interviewee explained to me, “el que no ora, el diablo lo devora.”19 
For most Latino immigrants at the crisis stage spirituality is practical and immediate.  
The following account by Eloisa, a brave Guatemalan mother illustrates this 
point.  Eloisa was dealing with a separation from her husband as a single mother with her 
three years old son. The only job she could find at that time was in Boston and she 
needed to be there by 6 am every day. But Eloisa lived in Everett and public 
transportation in that town starts at 5 am. So every morning she has to wake up with her 
son at 4 am to take him first to the babysitter and then rush to get the first bus to Boston. 
She recounts how a cold winter day at dawn while she was walking and carrying her son 
on her arms she “spoke” to the Lord and said “Lord I have heard that you answer, 
therefore I need a job where I do not have to be walking this early in the morning.” 
 
                                                          
19 The one who does not pray, the devil makes a prey. This is an allusion to 1 Peter 5:8, “for the enemy of 
yours, the devil, roams around like a lion, seeking someone to devour.” 
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Conversion 
Without exceptions, every single person that I interviewed mentioned an 
experience of conversion. Even the ones who grew up in Protestant families testify of 
“receiving Jesus” at early age or being “reconciled with the Lord” later in life. For those 
of Roman Catholic background the conversion experience was understood as a 
continuation and deepening in the spiritual journey. The language used to describe this 
pivotal event was varied, “to give one’s life to Christ,” “to accept or receive Jesus as 
personal Savior and Lord,” “to come to know the Lord,” and “to surrender one’s life to 
Christ.” Other group, especially the ones who were raised in Protestant homes and 
stopped attending church at youth or after arriving to the United States, spoke about 
“reconciling with the Lord,” “re-encountering God,” or having “a deep, personal 
encounter with Christ.” 
In many cases the experience of conversion is marked by an extraordinary 
happening accompanied by sensorial phenomena such as feeling fire in the body, crying, 
laughing, having visions or hearing an internal voice. Iván was born in a Christian, 
evangelical home in Guatemala. Iván “accepted the Lord” when he was eighteen years 
old and was very active in the church for seven years. At age twenty five he left the 
church and “walked in darkness during eight years.” Iván “got reconciled” with the Lord 
in 2009 and this is how he explains what happened to him,  
That experience, when I came back to the Lord’s ways I cannot forget. I was by 
 myself in my room, I was trying to return to the paths of the Lord, I was attending 
 church but I could not [return]. But one day in my room something happened. I 
 felt something and began to cry, almost screaming. I got to the floor and told the 
 Lord, -take this out of me, I cannot bear this anymore. Then I asked forgiveness to 
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 the Lord and cried for more than an hour and that is how I came back and took 
 seriously to really seek the Lord again. 
Sometimes this life-changing event entails a revelatory insight into one’s entire 
life journey. Leticia narrates her experience with detail, 
There was a retreat. I do not forget this because that was the day that I gave [my] 
 life to the Lord. It was August 26, 1996. This is something that is always 
 engraved in my heart. When the pastor made the call, I do not know. I felt as if I 
 was moved from the chair. I do not remember that I walked to the altar, the only 
 thing that I can tell you is that I was at the altar crying, confessing Jesus as my 
 Savior. And I saw all my life reeling as a film and it was so wonderful because it 
 was a supernatural experience. 
 
Later in the interview, Leticia remembers that at another service she grasped the 
meaning of this supernatural experience. She says, “I felt as if [God] spoke to my ear and 
I felt that God told me, -daughter it was not because you deserve to pass through all that 
that I made you go through suffering, but it was necessary that you went through this so 
that you knew me.” 
Among the interviewees there were some who were exposed to different religious 
traditions in their homes. Janet recounts that her mother “dabbled in a bunch of different 
religions” and that she was “exposed to ouija most.” Joaquín informs that his family was 
actively involved in Gnostic philosophy and practice, and Daisy grew up seeing her 
grandmother practicing Cuban Santería and folk Catholicism.20 Nevertheless, for all of 
them conversion always implies a rupture with those other religious practices and beliefs. 
In spite of the centrality of a subjective emotional and enfleshed confirmation of the 
                                                          
20 Theologian Miguel De La Torre defines Santería as “an Iberian Christianity shaped by the 
Counterreformation and Spanish folk Catholicism, blended together with African orisha worship.” Cited in 
Edwin David Aponte, ¡Santo! Varieties of Latino/a Spirituality (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis, 2012), 28.   
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authenticity of the experience, conversion in Borderlands spirituality is also rooted on an 
intellectual assessment of the biblical worldview vis à vis other religious systems. 
Having been initiated in the syncretism of her home, Daisy continued exploring 
different religious alternatives such as Buddhism, Gnosticism, and Jehovah’s Witnesses. 
She also tried various spiritual practices such as palm reading, Santería and Spiritism and 
yet she felt that nothing could fill the “void in [her] heart.” By that time Daisy’s mother 
had converted to Christianity and had experienced an immediate delivery from 
alcoholism. Puzzled by this miracle, Daisy decided to attend church with her mother and 
that same day she “accepted Christ.”  Daisy informs that after conversion she did “a 
physical and spiritual clean-up of her home.” In her own words, she believed that “her 
life must change.” So, she worked in restoring broken relationships asking forgiveness 
and seeking reconciliation with many people. She also got rid of all books, idols, amulets, 
candles, and everything with a vestige of previous religious practices.  
Although conversion in these congregations is mainly identified with a definite, 
singular, hic et nunc event, there is a sense in which it also involves continuity and 
progression. Those coming from the Protestant tradition speak of “re-encountering God” 
or “having reconciled with the Lord.”21 In this case one does not need to accept Christ 
again or to confess him publicly anew. Claudia reports that after been separated from 
God for four years she returned to the church and reconciled herself with God praying, 
“Lord I need to come back to you.” A pastor informed me that after arriving from Central 
                                                          
21 It is possible that this language of reconciliation comes from biblical passages, e.g. 2 Corinthians 5:18-
19. 
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America he had a “reencounter with God” and that through that experience he received a 
call and a vision for his future ministry.  
Some members of these Latino congregations come from Catholic practicing 
families in Latin America and the Caribbean.22 Veronica summarizes her spiritual 
pilgrimage by saying, 
I was raised in the Catholic Church. Those are my origins. There, I was baptized, 
 made the First Communion, my confirmation, and got married. I had good 
 biblical teaching of my relation with Jesus and I have to make honor to the truth, 
 it was not inculcated in the church where I grew up devotion to saints, virgins, or 
 images. Even though the role of Mary was recognized but I had teachers who love 
 God deeply, who love Jesus deeply. And that love and personal devotion was 
 transmitted to me. I was exposed to a religious context all my life. That church 
 molded me spiritually. But even though I had spiritual inquiries and served the 
 Lord in that way, there was a need and a thirst in me to know things that I did not 
 know and I knew that there was something else but that I could never enter that 
 dimension staying in that church. 
 
Merida has a similar background and experience of faith. She came from Puerto 
Rico to pursue graduate studies at Boston University in the early 1980s. When I asked her 
to share with me her spiritual journey she responded: 
I come originally from a Catholic practicing family. So that all my life until I was 
 twenty-four I was Catholic. In Puerto Rico my parents are very committed and 
 they taught us well in the Catholic doctrine and I also was practicing and attended 
 church regularly and other activities. When I came to the United States, here I 
 began to see other way to live out the gospel and a short time after that I made my 
 decision to…because I understood that even though I loved Jesus I did not love 
 him deeply and personally. It was more an intellectual love and not so much a 
 hearty love. I took a leap into deepening in a faith which was already alive but 
 needed to be revived. 
 
                                                          
22 It needs to be clarified that the following accounts are not emblematic of what I have observed in many 
Latino Protestant churches where most of the time the Roman Catholic religious tradition is considered 
“non-Christian.” The singularity of these examples might point toward more complex considerations of 
country of origin, socio-cultural location, and the openness to ecumenical dialogue among certain 
Protestant Latino denominations.  
60 
 
 
The centrality of conversion in the spirituality of these congregations cannot be 
overemphasized. There is not entering into the life of faith but through the doorway of 
conversion. It is not about family or religious tradition. Personal communion with God 
cannot be inherited or secured through rites or the official leadership of a church. Every 
individual is responsible for his or her response to the invitation of the gospel. 
Conversion is pivotal in the spiritual journey and although there is room for certain 
continuity and progress in the life of faith, what happens the day a person converts or 
reconciles with God is unique and decisive for the spiritual destine of the individual. 
 
Bible-X-perience 
Definition: With this word-play I attempt to name a complex reality that I have 
glimpsed in my observations, interviews, informal dialogues, and times of prayer and 
worship in the midst of these communities of faith. I say that I have only glimpsed it 
because I believe that the mystery of what actually happens when individuals and 
communities interpret sacred texts and are, at the same time, interpreted by those texts is 
beyond the possibility of utter theoretical description or apprehension.23 The “x” placed 
between the hyphens signals the point of intersection or frontier of two worlds or 
dimensional planes, the world of Scriptures and the experiential world of the Borderlands 
dwellers. What happens when these worlds intercept at the interface space that Anzaldúa 
calls Nepantla is what I attempt to articulate in this subsection. 
                                                          
23 See Paul Ricoeur, “The Sacred Text and the Community,” in Figuring the Sacred: Religion, Narrative, 
and Imagination (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1995), 68-72. 
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Biblical scholar Luke Timothy Johnson commenting on the importance of biblical 
materials in theological discourse affirms, “if scripture is ever again to be a living source 
for theology, those who practice theology must become less preoccupied with the world 
that produced scripture and learn again how to live in the world scripture produces.”24 
What I have discovered in my research is that Latino immigrants without having the 
sophisticated training of theologians, learn mainly experientially to unveil and to live in 
that strange new world created by the Scriptures.25  As the bible is read, interpreted, 
memorized, and used in prayer and singing from the pulpits and in small bible study 
groups it becomes a womb birthing images, metaphors, and narratives which nurture and 
guide processes of meaning making in the spirituality of the Borderlands.  
The fusion of these two horizons, the biblical and the experiential, is almost 
natural for Latino immigrants. Biblical interpretation comes via experience, and the 
sensorial realms of heart and gut. It is an intuitive form of knowledge that includes but 
goes beyond logical and empirical analysis. Perhaps the peoples of Latin American 
descendent have an epistemological and hermeneutical advantage that is explained by the 
fact that pre-Columbian and Pre-Cortesian patterns of thought and language, religious 
views, and social structures are closer to the Semitic-Hebrew world of the Scriptures than 
those of the Greek-Western philosophical and theological tradition.26  
                                                          
24 Luke Timothy Johnson, “Imagining the World Scripture Imagines,” in Theology and Scriptural 
Imagination, ed. L. Gregory Jones and James J. Burckley (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1993), 3-18. 
  
25 See Karl Barth, “The Strange New World within the Bible,” in The Word of God and the Word of Man, 
trans. Douglas Horton (Gloucester, MA: Peter Smith, 1978), 28-50. 
  
26 For the Latino unique and privileged access to the core of the biblical message see Pablo A Jimenez, 
“The Bible: A Hispanic Perspective,” in Teologia en Conjunto: A Collaborative Hispanic Protestant 
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Bible-X-perience refers therefore to the content of Borderlands spirituality -the 
symbolic world created by Scriptures- and the conduit employed to gain access into that 
content –an intuitive/experiential/intellectual mode of knowledge. It also implies the 
spiritual experience of inhabiting that metaphoric world and the transformations fostered 
by that experience.  
Individual Bible-x-perience: The pervasiveness of the use of the bible in Latino 
Protestant congregations is beyond doubt. Members of these communities not just assent 
intellectually to certain biblical doctrines but they develop a close, intimate relation with 
the texts. Daisy puts it in these words, “I had a hunger for the word of God. I listened to 
sermons, CDs, I attended the services and it came to a point that I felt I was pregnant with 
the word of God.”  Pastor Samuel recounted a time in his life when the Lord “dedicated” 
Isaiah chapter 60 to him. Patricia was fasting and praying about a financial need and then, 
she says “the Lord gave me a word [in the bile] where the widow had to feed the prophet 
first and that her oil won’t decrease and the water won’t run out.”  The stories of the bible 
are personalized and interiorized before they are analyzed exegetically. 
The communication of the “word’ of God is not limited to biblical verses and 
narratives, although the bible functions as the frame of reference for any other spiritual 
message. Eduardo explains how he perceives when God is speaking, “this has been a 
great blessing for me. Now one knows when is God, when is not. Because I believe that 
                                                          
 
Theology, ed. Jose David Rodriguez and Loida I. Martell-Otero (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 
1997), 66-79; Fernando F. Segovia, “Toward Intercultural Criticism: A Reading Strategy from the 
Diaspora,” in Reading from this Place: Social Location and Biblical Interpretation in Global Perspective, 
vol. 2, ed. Fernando F. Segovia and Mary Ann Tolbert (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1995), 303-330. For 
Semitic-Hebrew worldview see Marvin Wilson, “The Contour of Hebrew Though” in Our Father 
Abraham: Jewish Roots of the Christian Faith (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1989), 135-165. 
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we all have an identification [of God]. God gives a sign so that one knows is God. And, 
that is what is amazing that God gives everybody something different. I know when God 
is talking to me. I have that code that [God] gives you.”  
What is that identification? What is that code?  Across the board participants 
retold they hear the voice of God in their hearts, through visions, experiences of ecstasies, 
prophetic dreams, prophecies, and inspiration while preaching. But nobody could explain 
with certainty what that code was except that in all instances the visions, dreams, 
prophecies, and internal voices are infused with the symbolic world of the scriptures. For 
these church members the bible supplies a spiritual language, a reservoir of images, 
promises, and admonitions that they store in their minds and hearts and which surfaces 
consciously and unconsciously in their daily lives. 
Communitarian Bible-x-perience: In addition to the private use of biblical 
imagination the most remarkable aspect of the function of scriptures is the appropriation 
of biblical paradigms and narratives that inform the communitarian self-understanding of 
these congregations. These meta-narratives also impact spiritual practices by providing 
(1) liturgical scripts, (2) templates of migratory journeys, and (3) visions of 
congregational identity and mission.  
(1) Liturgical scripts: are clusters of metaphors embedded in the overarching 
narratives undergirding the rituals in worship services and prayer meetings. They vary 
from congregation to congregation. In Still Waters, the script that I observed repeatedly 
was this: (1) God’s presence and power is present, moving, walking, and descending 
above the people. However, it is always necessary to pray that the Holy Spirit “takes 
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control” and to declare “all other spiritual force inoperative. (2) People feel God’s 
presence during worship. (3) After the sermon, people come in need of healing, 
encouragement, deliverance, forgiveness. (4) With faith, embodied worship, and prayer 
the congregation reaches, touches, and moves God. (5) They receive the miracle, the 
blessing and spiritual transformation.  
Around this liturgical script worship leaders and pastors interchange weekly 
biblical metaphors and narratives such as God delivering the Israelites from the bondage 
of Egypt (Exodus 3), Pharaoh persecuting the Israelites in the wilderness (Exodus 14-15), 
the column of fire leading the Israelites through the desert (Exodus 40), touching Jesus’ 
garments and being healed (Luke 8), taking every thought captive to obey Christ (2 
Corinthians 11), and the father putting new clothes to the prodigal son (Luke 15). 
Through this spiritual strategy worship participants re-enact every week different biblical 
narratives by entering into that symbolic world and attaining the spiritual resources they 
need for daily life.  
Sandra, the director of worship at The Harvest considers that in worship people 
enter into the holy of holies (Hebrews 9). She believes that entering to the presence of 
God requires several stages. She explains,  
I prepare my mind and my heart and also try to prepare the people. When the 
 celebration ends, the praises and joy then it comes the moment of stillness when 
 one has to model. Because into the holy of holies one cannot enter as a group. If 
 one reads the word, in the holy of holies entered the priest. Therefore I have to 
 model so that they enter into the holy of holies and might have that intimacy with 
 the spirit. The spirit leads me, he is my guide and I follow him, and what I am 
 doing I am also showing the people and they follow. But I come up to certain 
 point because I celebrate with the people, I dance with the people. But after the 
 celebration is complete, then it is a time of quietness and I stop my role and the 
 people have to enter by themselves. 
65 
 
 
The metaphor in this case stresses the progression from uplifting praises with 
high-beat rhythms to softer ballad-style songs of worship, times of silence, and intimacy 
with God against the backdrop of the distribution of spaces and privilege of access in the 
tabernacle of Moses. For some members of this congregation entering through the courts 
of the house of the Lord and into the sanctuary is so real that they reenact through 
“prophetic [bodily] acts” the procession of the highest priest. 
(2)Templates of Migratory Journeys: The first set of questions on the interviews 
was design to prompt in the participants their spiritual interpretation of the experience of 
immigration to the Unites States. Some of them made references to biblical narratives. 
Rosa reported, “one day a sermon was about Moses crossing the sea and it relates a lot 
with me because for me this country for me has been my crossing the sea, to cross to the 
Promised Land.” She added, “Sometimes I feel that the Egyptians are persecuting me, all 
those problems that come as a chaos…that sermon marked me specially.” For Rosa the 
Exodus narrative offers a template she can use to interpret her experiences in this country. 
Patricia also alludes to another biblical image of peregrination when she affirms, “our 
pastor has taught us that God brought us here not as we thought before, that we came to 
work hard, to save some money and to return to our country to build something. But to 
understand that we were brought from distant lands to bless this country.”  
Eduardo interpreted his experience in light of the narrative of Abraham: “When 
God called me, God placed this feeling to come to serve God in this country. I did not 
have any specifics and now fourteen years have passed and that makes me think on 
Abraham and all those years he waited.” The use of journey narratives also appears in 
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worship songs. Alicia is a musician and worship director. I asked her to explain how she 
internalized the lyrics of a song they sing frequently at her congregation. The song is 
based on Psalms 126 and the lyrics go like this: When Jehovah makes the captivity come 
back, we will be like those who dream. I will rejoice in Jehovah because he has taken all 
my pain and has made me free. Alicia struggled to put in words her response and finally 
said, “That praise song is so beautiful because… it is something inexplicable. You do not 
have words to explain because all that we have gone through and so many things. The 
Lord has been glorified greatly with us in all as we are immigrants.” 
The journeys of Abraham were referred frequently in the context of the spiritual 
interpretation that these Latinos make of their migratory experience. Joaquín’s 
declaration expresses it nicely, “we are living out hundreds and thousands of years of 
biblical narrative in the context of a lifetime.” To my surprise this was the recurrent 
theme instead of the Exodus narrative which most Latino biblical scholars affirm is 
paradigmatic for Latino immigrant experience. I found that the narrative of liberation in 
Exodus is used primarily as a liturgical script with connotation of spiritual warfare and 
the liberation of addictions and other social ailments.  
(3)Visions of Congregational Identity and Mission: A final aspect of the function 
of the scriptures in the spiritual practices of these congregations that I want to consider is 
related to the visions of congregational identity and mission. On each one of these 
congregations the senior pastor had a spiritual experience that determined the direction 
and identity of the ministry. These experiences –dream, vision, internal voice-have a 
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common substrate in the symbolism of the bible and constitute the central metaphor for 
the community of faith.   
In one of the interviews, pastor Sergio at Congregacion León de Judá, explained 
the image of the Lion of Judah saying, “we are being motivated, literally by a fresh 
prophetic vision which came to the pastor. [This vision] is ours; unique we can say of this 
church. That God reveals himself [to the pastor] as the Lion of Judah presiding above the 
skyscrapers of Boston.” Interestingly, in this congregation the Lion of Judah metaphor is 
combined with the narrative of Joshua crossing the Jordan River (Joshua 3-4) due to the 
fact that after the pastor had the prophetic dream they relocate moving from Cambridge 
to the South End and had to “cross the river” [Charles]. Sergio interpreted this 
metaphoric blending as follows: 
When we came out of Egypt, when the church was born it was Iglesia Bautista 
 Central [in Cambridge] and as we got closer to the Jordan the Lord was preparing 
 a generation and it took us twenty years, a generation…. and in those twenty years 
 the civil citizen was formed into a warrior and as we got to the banks of the river 
 that was a completely different church. The narrative of the Lion of Judah goes 
 hand on hand with this vision of crossing the Jordan. The Lord revealed Himself 
 to the pastor as the Lion of Judah presiding over the skyscrapers of Boston and 
 restraining the invasion of spiders. The Lion of Judah is our captain, our general; 
 he is the commander of the army. He is our Joshua, the one who has given us the 
 order to cross and to conquest this city [Boston-South End]. 
 
The overarching biblical narratives of these three congregations have a direct 
impact in the process of communal self-definition and missional signature in each group. 
 
A New Community-A New Identity 
As Latino immigrants get settled in the new country and become members of 
these Protestant congregations the spiritual processes at work since the initial crisis and 
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conversion crystallize in a set of transformations affecting their sense of personal 
identity, their family systems, their interaction with other Latinos, and their 
understanding of their place within American society. 
A quarter of the respondents in the interviews were facing marriage problems 
such as divorce, separation, and conjugal infidelity during the initial years living in this 
country. Some of them also reported that their children were struggling with drugs, risky 
sexual behaviors, and rebellion. But as time passed and they experienced conversion and 
spiritual growth, their families too began to undergone deep transformations. Eloisa 
testifies that one year after her conversion her husband “got converted.” She goes on and 
adds, “It was a very difficult process because there was infidelity but thanks be to God 
our marriage was restored. Up to this day we have been together eighteen years. It was a 
long process but we overcame that. It was beautiful because we came to know God as the 
God who restores. No just a God who saves but restores.” 
Leticia, another long standing member in Eloisa congregation also shared, with 
tears, how God restored her family. She said,  
I prayed to God for my family and my husband continued drinking [alcohol] and 
 on top of that my youngest son was involved with a gang. Using drugs and 
 walking late on the streets. And I prayed, and prayed and it was something 
 tremendous, it was a beautiful thing, my husband got converted and the Lord 
 touched my son too. One Monday night we were praying in our living room and 
 he [son] began crying and crying and asked forgiveness for all the things he had 
 done and disobeyed. 
 
Several other members found their future spouse in the congregations and for 
them the church has been a source of spiritual nurture along their life journey. Alicia 
summarizes her church life by saying, “in this church I received the Lord, got baptized, 
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got married, and presented my daughter.”27 For many men whose wives and children are 
still in their countries, the church becomes a tremendous support system to deal with 
loneliness and depression. In the same way, when new comers arrive from their countries, 
the church community functions as an entry point into a whole new network of social 
connections that alleviate a little the initial stage of crisis and cultural shock. 
Most first generation Latino immigrants were introduced to issues of ethnic 
identity, race, and nationality when they arrived to the United States. This does not mean 
that racial differences are not part of the social fabric of Latin-American and Caribbean 
countries, however the majority of the interviewees “discovered” they were Latinos, 
Hispanics, people of color, blacks, or Guatemalans after they set their feet on American 
soil. Furthermore, many of them had never before lived outside their countries of origin 
and, suddenly, found themselves attending congregations where multiple nationalities 
were represented.  
For some this entailed a challenge they had to come to terms with. Rosa, a 
Mexican young woman attending a congregation comprised predominantly by 
Guatemalan, Salvadoran, and Honduran families, related her learning process,  
Even though we are Latinos, we are all different, different cultures. At the 
 beginning it was complicated for me because I have an outsider perspective… 
 when I came here it was as a cultural shock because I did not find what my 
 perspective had constructed. As time went by I had to adapt and to realize that we 
 are different cultures, we think different, we eat different, we speak different. 
 Then this had to be a process of meditation, it was difficult for me…I have 
 learned a lot. I have learned that we are here together trying to be better every day 
                                                          
27 Most Latino Protestant churches do not practice the baptism of infants but instead children are 
“presented” to God in a special liturgy based in biblical passages such as 1 Samuel 1, Luke 2, and Matthew 
19. 
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 in spite of our cultural differences, yet we are all in a shared direction, in a shared 
 pathway. 
 
What I have noticed along all the interviews, informal conversations, and 
participant observations is that the members of these Latino churches are very aware of 
the multiculturalism they represent and all its complexity, but at the same time they speak 
about a kind of Pan-Latinism that encompasses all nationalities. Claudia, a young 
Salvadorian woman expresses this view, “we do not see each other like you are from 
Guatemala, I am from El Salvador…rather, you speak Spanish, [then] we are Latinos. 
Here [in the church], like in Boston, one is Latino.”  
Nevertheless, ethnic identity whether based on shared language or country of 
origin doesn’t seem to be as important as what one respondent referred to as “our identity 
in God.” This spiritual identity makes unity possible. Pastor Luz illustrates this concept 
when she said, “we are culturally different. This is something we won’t be able to ignore 
but I believe that in Christ Jesus we can reach unity in the spirit because we love each 
other and love will break any cultural barrier.”  
Gustavo shares the same view. He affirmed, “Even thou we are a multicultural, 
multiethnic congregation…here in the congregation we feel we are one. We cry together, 
we embrace each other together, we serve the Lord together.” And, Fabiola points out 
how this spiritual identity eclipses any other socio-cultural label attached to these 
communities. She put it this way, “you need to find your identity and your identity is not 
given to you by this world. Your identity is given to you by God.” Fabiola personalizes 
this point by saying, “the fact that I am a Latina here [in the United States] that is not my 
identity. I am not a Latina woman; I am a daughter of the living God.” 
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The final aspect of new identity and new community which I want to mention 
here has to do with a transformation in the way Latino immigrants in these churches think 
about themselves in relation to American society and to this country, a country that for 
some of them has become their own. Patricia acknowledges that there has been a change 
in the way she perceives herself in this country. She remembers how at the beginning she 
was planning to work hard, to save as much money as possible and to return to 
Guatemala. But as she was taught in her church her mentality was transformed. She 
explains, “I begin to understand that we were brought to this country to bless this 
country, instead of, I do not care if the United States falls. I am here to contribute so that 
this country might retake the values it threw away one day.”  Accordingly, she continues, 
“this [change] has been beautiful because, in certain way, we do not feel strangers 
anymore.” 
Another way these Latinos have reframed their vision of American society has to 
do with the future of their children, many of whom were born here and called this nation 
their country. Joaquín says that in his ministry he is paying attention “to the footprint we 
get to leave and the way it impacts our incoming generations.” This focuses in turn will 
ensure that “no child born in this ministry is ever going to lack this aspect of being part of 
a vision that is greater than themselves…for the sake of the community.” In light of this 
new vision of building truly multicultural communities whereby the future generations of 
Latino immigrants might thrive and feel empowered, Pastor Samuel asserted during the 
interview: “I have never fostered in the church an attitude of victims of the system and 
truly I think that we are in a point so crucial because we can access the best from both 
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worlds and to understand that our children are a blend. They are neither Latinos nor 
American but truly Latin-Americans.” 
 
Conclusion 
Those who have crossed deserted landscapes or mountain ridges would confirm 
how important, and sometimes even a matter of life or death, is to carry a compass during 
the traverse. When I embarked on the journey to study the spirituality of these 
congregations I had a vague sense of direction and inkling about the topography that I 
would encounter along the way. However, at times I felt lost when my preconceived 
maps did not match the landscapes I was finding. At other times the trees hid the forest 
and I tended to lose sight of the horizon. Fortunately as I advanced in my work these four 
themes were emerging as the cardinal points of a compass and I was able to begin to 
draw a rough draft of the spiritual terrain tread by the dwellers of the Borderlands.  
From the fear and uncertainty of the crisis valley to the joy and assurance of the 
conversion peak, the sojourners of the Borderlands have showed me a spirituality infused 
with hope and restoration.  I have seen these pilgrims satisfying their thirst at the oasis of 
bible-X-perience and the wilderness being transformed at the arrival to new communities 
where they discover new identities and work together seeking peace and restoration for 
the land. In the process of accompanying these travelers I, myself have experienced 
renewal because “in the world of the spirit, to change place is to be changed oneself.”28 
                                                          
28 Soren Kierkegaard, Provocations: Spiritual Writings of Soren Kierkegaard (Rifton, New York: The 
Plough Publishing House, 2001), 28. 
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CHAPTER 2 
MEANINGS OF BORDERLANDS SPIRITUALITY 
 
Borderlands Spirituality: The Experience of the “Other Latinos.” 
According to The Pew Hispanic Center more than three fourths of Latinos in the 
United States trace their roots to only three places of origin in Latin America: Mexico, 
Cuba, and Puerto Rico.1 These three communities have a long history of migration to the 
U.S., each with its own historical, political, economic, geographical, and religious 
particularities.2 In light of this reality, it is important to notice that only four of the thirty-
five people who participated in the interviews belong to these traditionally strongest 
groups of Latinos. Consequently, this is an investigation about the spirituality of a 
segment of Latino immigrants known as the “Other Latinos/as.” A wave of immigrants 
who began to arrive from the Dominican Republic, Central and South America in the late 
1970s and who account for roughly one fifth of the Latino population.3 
                                                          
1 Pew Research Center Hispanic Trends, “The Impact of Slowing Immigration,” Pew Research Center, 
Washington, September 15, 2015, accessed May 16, 2016, http://www.pewhispanic.org/2015/09/15/the-
impact-of-slowing-immigration-foreign-born-share-falls-among-14-largest-us-hispanic-origin-groups. 
 
2 For the historical, political, and economic trajectories of immigration of these communities from a 
theological-religious perspective see Hector Avalos, ed., Introduction to the U.S. Latina and Latino 
Religious Experience, Religion in the Americas Series, vol. 2, (Boston, MA: Brill Academic Publishers, 
2004); Nora O. Lozano, “Mexicano/a Descent,” in Handbook of Latina/o Theologies, ed. Edwin David 
Aponte and Miguel A. De La Torre (Saint Louis, MO: Chalice Press, 2006), 136-143; Luis N. Rivera-
Pagán, “Puertorriqueños/as,” in Handbook of Latina/o Theologies, 144-151; Margarita M.W. Suárez, 
“Cubanas/os,” in Handbook of Latina/o Theologies,152-159; and Edwin David Aponte, ¡Santo! Varieties of 
Latino Spirituality (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis, 2012), 58-66. 
 
3 The demographic distribution of the interviewees is as follows: 12 Guatemalans, 6 Salvadorans, 2 
Hondurans, 2 Puerto Ricans, 7 Dominican, 2 Mexicans, 2 Chileans, 1 American, and 1 Colombian. For an 
additional analysis of the “other Hispanics” arriving in the last three decades see Manuel A. Vásquez, 
“Central and South Americans, and Other Latino/as,” in Handbook of Latina/o Theologies, 160-168.  
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This demographic factor has important implications for the interpretation of the 
data collected in the congregations studied in this investigation. Several scholars have 
analyzed the dominant reading strategies and interpretative biblical metaphors employed 
by Latino theologians and biblical scholars in the United States and have identified that 
their approaches gravitate around three themes or coordinates.4 For Latina Catholic 
theologian Carmen Nanko-Fernández these metaphors are border/la frontera, exile, and 
diaspora and correspond to the hermeneutical frameworks of the Mexican-American, 
Cuban, and Puerto Rican interpretative communities respectively.5 
Likewise Cuban-American biblical scholar Fernando F. Segovia observes that a 
shared point of entry into the biblical text is their experience of marginalization and 
oppression which varies according to the specific contexts of the communities. Segovia 
underscores the centrality of mestizaje in the theology emerging from the point of view of 
the Mexican-American borderland experience as well as the construction of a center-
periphery (Galilee-Jerusalem) pattern of interpretation. He also points out to the Puerto 
Rican interpretation of the experience of oppression with the Exodus story at its very 
center. Finally, he summarizes the theoretical model of Cuban-American Justo L. 
González as a reading the bible from exile. 
                                                          
4 Carmen M. Nanko-Fernández, “Alternately Documented Theologies: Mapping Border, Exile and 
Diaspora,” in Religion and Politics in America’s Borderlands, ed. Sarah Azaransky (Lanham, MD: 
Lexington Books, 2013), 33-55; Fernando F. Segovia, “Reading the Bible as Hispanic Americans,” in The 
New Interpreter’s Bible, ed. Leander E. Keck, et al. (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1993), 167-173; Francisco 
García-Treto, “Reading the Hyphens: An Emerging Biblical Hermeneutics for Latino/Hispanic U.S. 
Protestants,” in Protestants/Protestantes: Hispanic Christianity within Mainline Traditions, ed. David 
Maldonado Jr. (Nashville, TN: Abingdon,1999),160-173. 
 
5Nanko-Fernández, “Alternately Documented Theologies,” 36-49. 
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In general, Latino theologians and biblical scholars do not deal explicitly with 
spirituality studies although they do imply spiritualities between the lines of their 
theologies. Furthermore, when it comes to Protestant Latino theologians who refer 
directly or indirectly to spiritual practices and the spiritualities enacted in church 
communities there are only a few of names that stand out.6 Although these Protestant 
theologians are located in socio-cultural contexts dissimilar to the Latino congregations 
sampled in this investigation, their views and observations are important checkpoints for 
a correlation of perspectives and for the interpretation of the lived faith and spiritual 
practices found in these congregations. 
However, since Latino scholars with Mexican, Puerto Rican and Cuban ancestry 
represent the numeric majority and the ones with the longest trajectory of immigration in 
this country, their theological discourses about Latino religious experience are often 
taken as normative for all Latinos eclipsing other experiences and interpretations.  It is 
therefore necessary to heed the cautionary words of Nanko-Fernández and to avoid the 
“temptation…to interpret other Latino experiences of migration and/or life in the United 
States through [these] lens.”7 Or as Fernando Segovia reminds us, “no one experience 
represents the key to the liberating message of the Bible, not even an experience of 
                                                          
6 For instance, Puerto Rican descendants Elizabeth Conde-Frazier, Loida I. Martell-Otero, Edwin David 
Aponte, Eldin Villafañe, Carlos F. Cardoza-Orlandi, and Samuel Solivan; Cubans Daisy L. Machado and 
Justo L. González; Mexican-Americans Juan Francisco Martinez and Arlene M. Sánchez Walsh, 
Argentinian Nancy Elizabeth Bedford, and Guatemalan-American M. Daniel Carroll R. 
 
7 Nanko-Fernández, “Alternately Documented Theologies,” 43. 
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marginalization and oppression.”8 In analyzing data from the “other Latinos/as” this 
study thus provides a needed corrective and supplement to the widespread notion of a 
monolithic Latino spirituality based on the Mexican, Puerto Rican and Cuban 
experiences. 
 Finally, in addition to the dialogue with these Protestant theologians, the 
interpretative task of this chapter is also illuminated by Anzaldúa’s spiritual theory of the 
Borderlands which will be analyzed hereafter. 
 
Anzaldúa’s Borderlands Theory: Religious Contribution 
The work of Gloria Evangelina Anzaldúa (1942-2004) is difficult to classify. She 
is mainly known as a Chicana author but her writing encompasses a variety of genres 
such as poetry, fiction, autobiography, essays, and letters. Her theory has had influence in 
many fields and is being explored by diverse disciplines such as feminist, ethnic, literary, 
cultural, queer, pedagogical, and political studies.9 However, in spite of the growing 
scholarly production around her work very little attention has been given to the 
importance of her religious/spiritual contribution. In an interview conducted in 1995 
Anzaldúa expressed her frustration with a myopic appropriation of the various spiritual 
elements in Borderlands/La Frontera: 
                                                          
8 Fernando F. Segovia, “Toward Intercultural Criticism: A Reading Strategy from the Diaspora,” in 
Reading from this Place, vol. 2, Social Location and Biblical Interpretation in Global Perspective, ed. 
Fernando F. Segovia and Mary Ann Tolbert (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1995), 328. 
 
9 See “Re-membering Anzaldúa: Human Rights, Borderlands, and the Poetics of Applied Social Theory: 
Engaging with Gloria Anzaldúa in Self and Global Transformations,” Human Architecture: The Journal of 
the Sociology of Self-Knowledge 4 (Summer 2006). This special issue of the journal contains more than 
thirty articles by scholars of many disciplines who engage Anzaldúa’s theories in their fields of research, 
theory, and practice.  
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The “safe” elements in Borderlands are appropriated and used, and the “unsafe” 
elements are ignored. One of the things that doesn’t get talked about is the 
connection between body, mind, and spirit. Nor is anything that has to do with the 
sacred, anything that has to do with the spirit. As long as it’s theoretical and about 
history, about borders, that’s fine; borders are a concern that everybody has. But 
when I start talking about nepantla –as a border between the spirit, the psyche, 
and the mind or as a process-they resist.10 
 
This resistance to the spiritual components in Anzaldúa’s work in turn has made 
her religious thought the most undertheorized aspect of her work.11 AnaLouise Keating 
affirms that Anzaldúa’s spiritual vision is central to her lifework and cannot be ignored.12 
Likewise, religious scholars David Carrasco and Roberto Lint Sagarana assert that while 
“many scholars and writers have focused on ethnic, gendered, and political elements” of 
Anzaldúa’s work, they believe that “the heart of her portrayal of the borderlands is 
articulated and must be understood, as a religious vision.”13 Nevertheless, as Anzaldúa 
points out, in academic settings this type of spiritual knowing is often associated with a 
“devalued form of knowledge” inferior to science and rationality.14 But it was Anzaldúa’s 
religious vision of the experience of the Borderlands that initially caught my interest and 
eventually led me to the project of this investigation.  
 
                                                          
10 Cited in AnaLouise Keating, “Risking the Personal: An Introduction,” in Gloria Anzaldúa: 
Interviews/Entrevistas, ed. AnaLouis Keating (New York: Routledge, 2000), 7. 
 
11 Anthony Lioi, “The Best-Loved Bones: Spirit and History in Anzaldúa’s Entering into the Serpent,” 
Feminist Studies 34, no. 1/2 (Spring/Summer 2008):73-95. 
 
12 Keating, “Risking the Personal,” 8. 
 
13David Carrasco and Roberto Lint Sagarena, “The Religious Vision of Gloria Anzaldúa: Borderlands/La 
Frontera as a Shamanic Space,” in Mexican American Religions: Spirituality, Activism, and Culture, ed. 
Gastón Espinosa and Mario T. García (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008), 224. 
 
14 Anzaldúa, “Now let us Shift,” 542. 
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Anzaldúa and Christianity 
In The Unassimilated Theorist, Latino feminist and philosopher Linda Martín 
Alcoff praises Anzaldúa for “her unapologetic disclosures of her spiritual faith.”15 But, 
she does not expand on what was Anzaldúa’s spiritual faith.  Did she align with any 
religious group in terms of beliefs or practices? In order to respond that question it is 
necessary to consider first Anzaldúa’s view of organized religion and second the 
influence of Christian spirituality in the articulation of some of her theories. 
Anzaldúa was born and raised in a “non-religious” family. According to her 
account, the family was “spiritual but not religious.”16 They practiced a sort of folk 
Catholicism which was a blend of indigenous elements and Catholic ritual practices. 
Gloria and her siblings were all baptized as Catholics, and made the first communion and 
confirmation but because they were forced to do so.17 The family did not attend church 
and Gloria remembered attending church when she was preparing for the first 
communion, when her father died, and maybe a couple of times as an adult.18 
There was, however, an event that was decisive in Gloria’s relationship with the 
Catholic faith, and that was the death of her father when she was fifteen. In an interview 
with Karin Ikes Gloria asserts that very early in her life, after her father passed, she 
                                                          
15 Linda Martín Alcoff, “The Unassimilated Theorist,” PMLA 121, no. 1 (January 2006): 255-259. 
 
16  Gloria Anzaldúa, “Spirituality, Sexuality, and the Body: An Interview with Linda Smuckler,” in The 
Gloria Anzaldúa Reader, ed. AnaLoiuse Keating (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2009), 79. 
    
17 Gloria Anzaldúa, “Within the Crossroads: Lesbian, Feminist, Spiritual Development,” An Interview with 
Christine Weiland in Gloria Anzaldúa: Interviews/Entrevistas, ed. AnaLouis Keating (New York: 
Routledge, 2000), 94. 
 
18 Anzaldúa, “Spirituality, Sexuality, and the Body,” 80. 
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experienced disillusionment with traditional Catholicism and consequently she rebelled 
against it.19 The impact of this event in her spiritual assessment of the Catholic faith is 
evident in the following explanation that she gave, “His death occurred just as I entered 
puberty. It irrevocably shattered the myth that there existed a male figure to look after 
me. How could my strong, good, beautiful, god-like father be killed? How stupid and 
careless of god. What if chance and circumstance and accident ruled? I lost my father, 
god, and my innocence all in one bloody blow.”20  
This loss inflicted a huge economic burden in the family but perhaps for Gloria 
the hardest part was to deal with the spiritual predicament it posed. She observes,  
After my father died I waited four years for the promises of religion to kick in, but 
its rituals didn’t bring him back. I thought it was beautiful to have faith, whatever 
you have faith in, but the words they gave to this faith were false. The kind of 
belief and faith they had went beyond any personal representation of God. It was 
like a real faith in the spirit, and they just gave it the wrong body, the wrong 
words, and the wrong forms. But I do not think of that kind of faith as religious; it 
is spiritual.21 
 
Anzaldúa makes here a clear distinction between religious faith and spiritual faith. 
And from here she moves to differentiate any organized religion/church from spirituality.  
In her view spirituality “has nothing to do with religion, which recognizes that soul, that 
spirit, and then puts a dogma around it saying, ‘This is the way things have to be.’”22 For 
Anzaldúa the dogmatization of the “essence of spirit” is a subversion exerted by the 
                                                          
19 Gloria Anzaldúa, “Interview by Karin Ikas” in Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza, 4th ed. (San 
Francisco, CA: Aunt Lute, 2007), 278. 
 
20 Gloria Anzaldúa, “Images that Haunt Me,” in The Gloria Anzaldúa Reader, ed. AnaLoiuse Keating 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2009), 40. 
 
21 Anzaldúa, “Within the Crossroads,” 98. 
 
22 Ibid. 
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church. As she plainly states in Borderlands/La Frontera, “In my own life, the Catholic 
Church fails to give meaning to my daily acts, to my continuing encounters with the 
‘other world.’”23  Furthermore, later Anzaldúa identified the church’s complicity on 
issues of oppression and the undermining of women and declared, “I got very angry at the 
Catholic Church because of how they oppressed people who are different.”24  
Anzaldúa maintained this distinction between spirituality as a genuine expression 
of the soul, the inner self, the creative consciousness and organized Catholic/Protestant 
religion with its dogmas, structures, and the body-spirit split. In her final analysis, 
Anzaldúa affirms, “I hate Protestantism, I hate Christianity, I hate Judaism. Not the 
spirituality of it, but the establishment, the bureaucracy, the dogma.”25Although Anzaldúa 
never expressed a change in her opinion about organized religion, she did consider 
Christianity to have a more positive view of women than other major religions such as 
Hinduism, Judaism, and Islam.26  
Anzaldúa was also exposed to Protestantism. She visited several Baptist and 
Methodist congregations in her youth and in college she studied the life of Christ as well 
as the Old and New Testaments but admitted that she never had a relation with Christ.27 
In spite of her stance towards organized religion certain elements of Christian spirituality 
                                                          
23 Anzaldúa, Borderlands, 59. 
 
24 Ibid., 95. 
 
25Anzaldúa, “Spirituality, Sexuality, and the Body,” 94. 
 
26 Anzaldúa, Borderlands, 278. 
 
27 Gloria Anzaldúa and Inés Hernández-Avila, “Quincentennial: From Victimhood to Active Resistance,” 
in Gloria Anzaldúa: Interviews/Entrevistas, ed. AnaLouis Keating (New York: Routledge, 2000), 180; and 
Anzaldúa, “Within the Crossroads,” 96. 
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made their way into some of her writings due to the fact that she developed a border-
crossing spirituality which she called spiritual mestizaje. A spiritual mestizaje, she 
explains, “weaves together beliefs and practices from many cultures, perhaps including 
elements of Shamanism, Buddhism, Christianity, Santeria, and other traditions.”28In my 
reading of the Anzaldúan theory I have found several references and allusions to 
Christian spiritual writers, biblical passages, and doctrines.29  
 
Anzaldúa and Borderlands Spirituality: Possibilities and Limits 
In light of the previous discussion someone reading this thesis might want to ask, 
why is the author using Anzaldúa’s theory for the analysis of the spiritual practices of 
communities clearly rooted in Protestant theology and liturgy? The short answer is that 
                                                          
28 Gloria Anzaldúa, “Foreword to Cassell's Encyclopedia of Queer Myth, Symbol and Spirit,” in The Gloria 
Anzaldúa Reader, ed. AnaLoiuse Keating (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2009), 230. 
 
29 For instance, she alludes to Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz (Gloria E. Anzaldúa, Light in the Dark/Luz en lo 
Oscuro: Rewriting Identity, Spirituality, Reality, ed. AnaLouise Keating [Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2015], 126); Teresa de Avila (Anzaldúa, Borderlands, 176); Thomas Merton (Anzaldúa, “Now let us 
Shift,” 572); and John of the Cross (AnaLouise Keating, ed., Entre Mundos/Among Worlds: New 
Perspectives on Gloria Anzaldúa [New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005], 45). Sometimes she uses biblical 
expressions without quoting scriptures, e.g., the tree of life (Anzaldúa, Light in the Dark, 25); the mark of 
the beast (Anzaldúa, Borderlands, 64); holy ground (Anzaldúa, “Now let us Shift,” 558); the small still 
voice (Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa, ed., This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women 
of Color [New York: Kitchen Table/Women of Color Press, 1983], 195); promised land (Anzaldúa, 
Borderlands, 33); and speaking in tongues (Moraga and Anzaldúa, This Bridge, 165). In several of her 
writings she challenges traditional interpretation of the “fall” narrative in Genesis 3 and other biblical 
passages as well, see for instance, Anzaldúa, “Now let us Shift,” 542-543, 573; Anzaldúa, “Within the 
Crossroads,” 100; Gloria Anzaldúa, “Toward a Mestiza Rhetoric: Gloria Anzaldúa on Composition, 
Postcoloniality, and the Spiritual,” in Gloria Anzaldúa: Interviews/Entrevistas, ed. AnaLouis Keating (New 
York: Routledge, 2000), 266. Finally, she takes theologically-laden words such as conversion, spiritual re-
birth, and resurrection and gives them new interpretations in light of her theories, see Anzaldúa, “Now let 
us Shift,”545, 554; and Anzaldúa, Borderlands, 24. 
 
82 
 
 
Anzaldúa’s religious vision has allowed me to find a language, a space and a map in the 
academic and pastoral journey through the spiritual landscapes of the Borderlands. 30   
In the first place, I have found in Anzaldúa’s theory a language to describe the 
spirituality embedded on these congregations. For Anzaldúa, the Borderlands metaphor 
embodies although it transcends the spatial-temporal dimensions of the U.S.-Mexican 
border by rendering a language capable of explaining a spiritual experience. And, since 
the language of the Borderlands is metaphoric, I am using it to describe the religious 
experiences of diverse groups of borderlands-dwellers regardless of their ethnic-cultural 
background or geographical location.  
Secondly, the metaphor of the Borderlands has introduced me to a space, a 
landscape where I can trace out the spiritual topography of these Latino Protestant 
congregations. In The Darker Side of the Renaissance: Literacy, Territoriality and 
Colonization literary theorist Walter Mignolo posits that Anzaldúa’s great theoretical 
contribution is “to create a space-in-between from where to think rather than a hybrid 
space to talk about…”31 The in-between space from where I have observed, inquired, and 
participated in worship with the members of these churches mirrors the physical U.S.-
                                                          
30 To my knowledge there is not a single study of any of Anzaldúa’s theories from the perspective of 
Christian spirituality neither Catholic nor Protestant. There are only brief references here and there to her 
theories by Latino theologians and biblical scholars. See, Manuel Villalobos, “Bodies del otro Lado 
Finding Life and Hope in the Borderlands: Gloria Anzaldúa, the Ethiopian Eunuch of Acts 8:26-40, y yo,” 
in Bible Trouble: Queer Reading at the Boundaries of Biblical Scholarship, ed. Teresa J. Homsby and Ken 
Stone (Atlanta, GA: Society of Biblical Literature, 2011), 191-22; Mayra Rivera, “God at the Crossroads: 
A Postcolonial Reading of Sophia,” in The Postcolonial Biblical Reader, ed. R.S. Sugirtharajah (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 2006), 238-253; and Nancy E. Bedford, “To Speak of God from More than one Place: 
Theological Reflections from the Experience of Migration,” in Latin American Liberation Theology: The 
Next Generation, ed. Ivan Petrella (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis, 2005), 95-118. 
 
31 Walter Mignolo, The Darker Side of the Renaissance: Literacy, Territoriality and Colonization (Ann 
Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1995), xiii. 
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Mexican borderlands with its barren deserts, rushing rivers, and insurmountable 
mountains and points toward the internal landscape of their souls and the processes of 
spiritual transformation they experience in the Borderlands. 
Finally, Anzaldúa religious vision of the borderland experience lays out a 
topographic map necessary to locate spiritual practices that otherwise would seem 
disparate and disconnected. Perhaps no other of Anzaldúa’s writings depicts better her 
vision of the spiritual journey through the topography of the Borderlands than Now let us 
Shift…the Path of Conocimiento…Inner Work, Public Acts.32 In the estimation of 
AnaLouise Keating, a recognized Anzaldúan scholar, Now let us Shift represents the 
culmination of Anzaldúa’s personal, intellectual, ontological, and political journey.33 
Written only two years before her death, in this essay Anzaldúa builds on all her previous 
theories and aims to transform her personal life into a “narrative with mythological or 
archetypal threads.”34  
In the path of conocimiento Anzaldúa draws a route map through seven stages or 
“rites of passage” from desconocimiento (unknowing) to spiritual activism.35 The stages 
point more toward internal process of spiritual insight and transformation than to levels 
                                                          
32 Gloria E. Anzaldúa, “Now let us Shift…the Path of Conocimiento…Inner Work, Public Acts,” in This 
Bridge We call Home: Radical Visions for Transformation, ed. Gloria E. Anzaldúa and AnaLouise Keating 
(New York: Routledge, 2002), 540-578. 
 
33 AnaLouise Keating, “Introduction,” in Gloria E. Anzaldúa, Light in the Dark/Luz en lo Oscuro: 
Rewriting Identity, Spirituality, Reality, ed. AnaLouise Keating (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
2015), xxvi. 
  
34 Ibid., 198. 
 
35 Conocimiento is the Spanish word for “knowledge” or “consciousness.” In Anzaldúa’s theories the term 
conocimiento is infused with multi-modal forms of apprehending reality through imagination, sensations, 
emotions, and expanded mental processes switching the perception of different realities. 
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or steps in a linear progression of spiritual development. In fact, Anzaldúa clarifies that 
all seven are present within each stage and might occur concurrently, chronologically or 
not. Anzaldúa’s transformational onto-epistemology, aesthetics, and ethics are woven 
through these stages in a balanced, tapestry-like combination of personal experience, 
fictional story, and theoretical approximation.  The tone of the essay as a whole is 
imaginative, rich in metaphors and almost liturgical. 
The seven stages of conocimiento are (1) the earthquake (arrebato), rupture, 
fragmentation, (2) nepantla…torn between ways, (3) the Coatlicue 
state…desconocimiento and the cost of knowing, (4) the call…el compromiso 
(commitment)…the crossing and conversion, (5) putting Coyolxauhqui together… new 
personal and collective stories, (6) the blow up…a clash of realities, and (7) shifting 
realities…acting out the vision of spiritual activism. I will expand my comments about 
these stages later in this chapter. At this point, it is important to underline the close 
affinity between stages one through five and the four themes of Borderlands spirituality 
discussed in chapter one. 
Having outlined the possibilities afforded by Anzaldúa’s spiritual vision as 
theoretical framework for the interpretation of Borderlands spirituality, it is important to 
specify in what ways I select and appropriate material from her theories. It is also 
necessary to delimit the scope of my borrowing from her concepts and spiritual practices. 
I find three fundamental differences that should be stated clearly in order to avoid 
confusion and misleading identification. 
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 From a methodological perspective Anzaldúa implemented what she called 
spiritual mestizaje. Through this strategy she draws upon different cultures, religious, and 
philosophic systems such as Mesoamerican Nahuatl spirituality, Mexican shamanism, 
folk Mexican Catholicism, Jungian psychology, esoteric cosmologies, Indian religions, 
and Christianity. The image that Anzaldúa uses to illustrate this type of eclectic 
spirituality is the cenote. Cenotes are sinkholes or natural pits resulting from the collapse 
of limestone bedrock that connect to underground water. The Maya peoples of the 
Yucatán Peninsula believed that cenotes were sacred wells and dedicated them to the rain 
god. They threw into these wells their most precious possessions: turquoise, clay pottery, 
copal, virgins and their children as worship offerings.36 
 Anzaldúa combined this concept from Mayan sacrificial practice with Jungian 
psychology in the development of the epistemological approach of her spiritual mestizaje. 
She explains the process, “you tap el cenote, the archetypal inner stream of 
consciousness, a dream pool or reservoir of unconscious images and feelings stored as 
iconic imagery.”37 
When I transfer this epistemological strategy into the analysis and interpretation 
of Borderlands spirituality I find that Latino Protestant worshipers in these congregations 
also tap into a symbolic world nevertheless, this world is always the world created by the 
Scriptures.38 Borderlands spirituality also draws from a rich reservoir of images, 
                                                          
36 Gloria Anzaldúa, “Putting Coyolxauhqui Together: A Creative Process,” in How We Work, ed. Marla 
Morris, Mary Aswell Doll, and William F. Pinar (New York: Peter Lang Publishing, 1999), 244. 
 
37 Ibid. 
 
38 See, Bible-X-perience in chapter one. 
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metaphors, and narratives as well as dreams, visions, prophecies, and sensorial 
experiences, both conscious and unconscious, but in all instances the symbolic language 
of the bible infuses and limits the scope of all spiritual knowing. The spirituality 
displayed by these congregations does not drink from other wells. As Gustavo Gutiérrez 
points out, Latino communities drink from “their own wells” and in the case of Latino 
Protestant immigrants this well is the biblical narrative lived out in their spiritual and 
migratory journey.39 
A second major difference between Anzaldúa’s spiritual theory and the 
spirituality of the Borderlands has to do with her theory of naguala.40 She uses this term 
in a variety of ways and associates it with creative processes and with different types of 
shape-shifting or shamanism. Anzaldúa believed that her naguala was an inner guide, a 
helper from the imaginal world, a daimon or guiding spirit.41 Relying on James Hillman’s 
interpretations of the theories of Carl Jung, Anzaldúa redefined the term daimon, not in 
the traditional Christian understanding of demon but instead as “powers with voice, body, 
motion, and mind, fully felt but wholly imaginary.”42  For Anzaldúa the dichotomy God-
Devil was inconceivable. She was adamant about opposing the whole Christian idea of 
denying the self or ego, or “cutting off an arm” because of the reality of evil. She instead 
declared, “I had to accept the fact that God is the Devil; they’re the same person; good 
                                                          
39 Gustavo Gutiérrez, We Drink from Our Own Wells: The Spiritual Journey of a People (Maryknoll, New 
York: Orbis, 2003). 
 
40 See infra footnote 60 in page 90. 
 
41 Gloria Anzaldúa, “Speaking across the Divide,” in The Gloria Anzaldúa Reader, ed. AnaLoiuse Keating 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2009), 293. 
  
42 Anzaldúa, Light in the Dark, 200. 
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and evil are different parts of the same coin. Christianity did this horrible thing by 
polarizing God and the Devil.”43  
On the contrary, in the spirituality of the congregations that I investigated for this 
project there is a clear-cut individual and collective conscious assertion of the presence of 
evil in the world. Evil is conceived not just as a conceptual category but as a personal 
entity active in several spheres of influence ranging from social structures to personal 
ethic decisions. Evil operates through the activity of demonic forces as it is recorded in 
the scriptures. At the same time, it is believed that God has endowed each Christian 
believer with a spiritual guide and helper, the Holy Spirit and that with the Spirit’s power 
a person is able to overcome all evil. 
There is one final aspect in the accounts that Anzaldúa makes of her spiritual 
experiences that deserves clarification. In several interviews she mentions the use of 
hallucinogen drugs and the role they played in the development of her spiritual life 
especially during the years she was a graduate student in the University of Texas, Austin 
(1974-1977).  In her opinion, “drugs opened a second phase of [her] life.”44 Through the 
use of drugs she gained access to other realties and realms. They induced her to out-of-
body states, precognitive experiences, and the recovery of repressed memories.  
Anzaldúa reports that during one of her “trips” she looked in the mirror and saw 
her face-all eyes and nose-but also many other dimensions of her face, as if the mirror 
                                                          
43 Gloria Anzaldúa, “Turning Points: An Interview with Linda Smuckler,” in Gloria Anzaldúa: 
Interviews/Entrevistas, ed. AnaLouis Keating (New York: Routledge, 2000), 41. 
 
44 Anzaldúa, “Within the Crossroads,” 97. 
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was a cubist painting. 45 Through this experience/impression she became cognizant of the 
complexity and multiplicity of her identities. I mention this incident in detail due to the 
importance that the metaphor of the “face in the mirror” has in Anzaldúa’s spiritual 
imaginary and in my analysis of Borderlands spirituality. Although, I would not 
recommend the use of drugs as a spiritual practice and just mentioning this idea in Latino 
Protestant congregations would provoke severe condemnation, the concept of spiritual 
transformation suggested by the face-in-the-mirror metaphor has a solid biblical 
foundation and I do not want to overlook it.46 
 
Anzaldúa’s three-dimensional approach to Borderlands Spirituality 
The work of Anzaldúa is complex. It is a multipronged and multilayered 
transformative vision with interlocked theories built around the experience of the 
Borderlands. In the following section I summarize what I consider are three components 
of her theory which are essential for the analysis of the lived spirituality of these Latino 
congregations. These components are foundational for the articulation of the ontological 
condition (Nepantla), the epistemological strategy (Facultad) and the ethical imperative 
(Making Face-Making Soul) of Borderlands spirituality. With these vistas is possible to 
draw a three-dimensional map with which to traverse the in-between landscapes of Latino 
immigrant spirituality. 
 
                                                          
45 Anzaldúa, “Turning Points,” 36. She also refers to this incident in Borderlands, 66. 
 
46 See 1 Corinthians 13:8-13 and 2 Corinthians 3:17-18. 
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The Nepantla Paradigm: the cracks between the worlds 
With the nepantla paradigm I try to theorize unarticulated dimensions of the 
experience of mestizas living in between overlapping and layered spaces of 
different cultures and social and geographic locations, of events and realities-
psychological, sociological, political, spiritual, historical, creative, imagined. I see 
the mestiza as a geography of selves-of different bordering countries-who stands 
at the threshold of two or more worlds and negotiates the cracks between the 
worlds.47 
 
Perhaps no other term captures better the meaning of this ‘in-betweeness” 
condition than the Nahuatl word nepantla.48 Etymologically nepantla can be translated as 
“in the middle,” “in between,” or “betwixt and between.”49 It describes actions such as 
weaving, sexual intercourse, holding hands, and the confluence of waters. However after 
an exhaustive linguistic, literary, and graphic analysis of the notion of nepantla James 
Maffie concludes that it conveys primarily the idea of a particular type of process. He 
explains, “nepantla-processes bring, join, unite, or interlace together two or more things 
in a manner that is simultaneously creatively destructive and destructively creative, and 
therefore transformative.”50 These “in between” processes do not merely place their 
                                                          
47 Keating, Entre Mundos/Among Worlds, 6. 
 
48 For an exhaustive study of the concept of Nepantla see James Maffie “The Centrality of Nepantla in 
Conquest-Era Nahua Philosophy,” The Nahua Newsletter 44 (2007): 11-31; James Maffie, Aztec 
Philosophy: Understanding a World in Motion (Boulder, CO: University Press of Colorado, 2014), see 
specially chapter 6. I also consulted the following works: Javier R. Alanis, “The Imago Dei as Embodied 
Nepantla, a Latino Perspective,” Perspectivas: Occasional Papers 10 (Fall 2006): 63-68; Rudy Busto, “The 
Predicament of Nepantla: Chicana/o Religions into the 21st Century,” Perspectivas: Occasional Papers 1 
(Fall 1998): 7-21; Miguel León Portilla, La Filosofía Náhuatl (Ciudad de Mexico, Mexico: Universidad 
Nacional Autónoma, 1974); and Wayne Elzey, “Nepantla,” in The Oxford Encyclopedia of Mesoamerican 
Cultures, ed. David Carrasco (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 365-366. 
 
49 Anzaldúa uses the Spanish word intersticios, see Borderlands, 20. 
 
50 Maffie, Aztec Philosophy, 364. 
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participants in the middle but rather transform them by destroying their prior status while 
simultaneously creating something both ontologically and conceptually novel.51  
Nepantla holds the key for the understanding of Anzaldúa’s vision of the 
Borderlands. In the Anzaldúan theory nepantla symbolizes (1) spaces: physical, corporal 
and metaphysical, (2) states: psychological, mental, and spiritual, and (3) processes of 
personal and communal transformation. For instance, Anzaldúa believes that when the 
Central American immigrant crosses the barbed wired fence into a hostile “paradise” in 
the U.S, s/he is “caught in a state of nepantla.”52 The metaphoric language of nepantla 
also evokes the borders between “spirit, the psyche, and the mind,” the space “between 
body and psyche,” or the midway point “between the conscious and the unconscious.”53 
Anzaldúa uses the concept to theorize interior states of liminality and transitionality. 
Nepantla is a threshold characterized by a constant state of displacement where one feels 
threatened, fearful, and disoriented. This happens because in nepantla one is caught in a 
clash between different, and often contradicting, perceptions, forms of cognition, belief 
and symbol systems, and world views.54  
But nepantla is a “locus and sign of transition” not a final destination. In Now let 
us Shift perhaps Anzaldúa’s most complete and developed theory of spiritual 
                                                          
51 Ibid. 
 
52 Gloria Anzaldúa, “Border Arte,” in The Gloria Anzaldúa Reader, ed. AnaLouise Keating (Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press, 2009), 180. 
 
53 Keating, “Risking the Personal,” 7; Gloria Anzaldúa, “Bearing Witness,” in The Gloria Anzaldúa 
Reader, ed. AnaLouise Keating (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2009), 278. 
 
54 Anzaldúa, “Now let us Shift,” 544, 548. Also Gloria Anzaldúa, “Let us be the healing of the wound,” in   
The Gloria Anzaldúa Reader, ed. AnaLouise Keating (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2009), 310. 
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transformation nepantla is the second of the seven stages toward spiritual activism and 
yet, she insists “between all the different stages is also nepantla.”55 Nepantla is a 
“birthing stage” and the “birth canal” one passes through while journeying the 
Borderlands.56 Through the conceptualization of nepantla Anzaldúa characterizes 
spiritual change as a spiral-like rather than a lineal progression and the processes 
engendered in it moving toward transformation, metamorphosis, integration, and 
ultimately spiritual activism.57 In this psychic and spiritual space of transition, 
production, and transformation, Anzaldúa likewise affirms “self-identity becomes the 
central concern.”58 
 
La Facultad: the intellect of heart and gut 
Along with nepantla, la facultad constitutes another important topographic 
feature in the landscape of the Borderlands. In the seminal work Borderlands/La 
Frontera: The New Mestiza, Anzaldúa notes: “I have the sense that certain ‘faculties’–not 
just in me but in every border resident, colored or non-colored–and dormant areas of 
consciousness are being activated, awakened.” 59 La facultad is a perceptive capacity, a 
                                                          
55 Quoted in “Daughter of Coatlicue: An Interview with Gloria Anzaldúa,” in Keating, Entre Mundos/ 
Among Worlds, 47. 
   
56 Gloria Anzaldúa, “Doing Gigs: Speaking, Writing, and Change,” An Interview with Debbie Blake and 
Carmen Abrego in Gloria Anzaldúa: Interviews/Entrevistas, ed. AnaLouise Keating (New York: 
Routledge, 2000), 225-226. 
 
57 Gloria Anzaldúa, “(Un)natural bridges, (Un)safe spaces,” in The Gloria Anzaldúa Reader, ed. AnaLouise 
Keating (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2009), 243; Anzaldúa, “Let us be the healing,” 310. See also 
Keating, “Risking the Personal,” 6; and Anzaldúa, “Now let us Shift,” 545. 
 
58 Anzaldúa, “Now let us Shift,” 548. 
 
59 Anzaldúa, Borderlands, 19. 
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kind of “sixth sense” involving intuition, emotions, imagination, and sensorial 
phenomena. The metaphoric language that Anzaldúa employs to characterize la facultad 
is varied although it is always related to a capacity to see through the Naguala’s eyes.60  
In her theory, Anzaldúa explains how this sensitizing, this “urgency to know what 
you are experiencing.” is associated with the existential conditions of the Borderlands, 
“those who are pushed out of the tribe for being different […] the female, the 
homosexuals, the dark-skinned, the outcast, the persecuted, the marginalized, the foreign” 
are more likely to develop it although la facultad “is latent in all of us.”61 The main 
purpose of la facultad is to open access to an intuitive form of knowledge, one that sees 
“in the surface phenomena the meaning of deeper realities, the deep structure,” and to 
produce “a shift in perception that reaches the realm of the soul.”62  
Nepantla and la facultad can be imagined as two hinges connecting various 
realms of experience as the following passage clearly illustrates “in nepantla you are 
exposed, open to other perspectives, more readily able to access knowledge derived from 
inner feelings, imaginal states, and outer events, and to see through them with a mindful, 
holistic awareness.”63 La facultad empowers one to see simultaneously from different 
                                                          
60 The Aztec Nagualismo (Shamanism) is the capacity some people (shamans) have of shape-shifting 
becoming an animal by inhabiting it or by shifting into the perspective of their animal companion.  
Anzaldúa extended the term to include an aspect of the self which is unknown to the conscious self. For her 
“la naguala” is a creative, dreamlike consciousness able to make broader associations and connections. In 
her writings she mentions reptilian, eagle, owl, and jaguar eyes. See Anzaldúa, “Now let us Shift,” 577, 
footnote 4; 540, 556. Also Anzaldúa, Borderlands, 100-101; and Anzaldúa, “Putting Coyolxauhqui 
Together,” 246. 
 
61 Anzaldúa, Borderlands, 60-61. See also Anzaldúa, “Now let us Shift,” 547. 
 
62 Ibid. 
 
63 Anzaldúa, “Now let us Shift,” 544. 
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points of view. This multiply seeing is a crucial navigation tool for those treading the 
cross-cultural landscapes of the Borderlands. As Anzaldúa righty asserts, “seeing from 
two or more [cultural] perspectives simultaneously renders those cultures transparent.”64 
However, being a member of a minority group or experiencing nepantla in the 
Borderlands does not guaranty awareness.  Anzaldúa recalls a time in her life when she 
“let her inner senses atrophy” and warns about the peril of “being brutalized into 
insensitivity.”65 
 
Making Face, Making Soul: A bridge home to the self 
The third and final aspect of Borderlands theory which frames the mapping of 
what I call Borderlands spirituality is making face-making soul. Although Anzaldúa did 
not elaborate amply this concept as her other theories, I think that even her few references 
to it have the potential for a robust articulation of a spirituality of ethnic identity 
formation and cultural affirmation in Latino ministry. 
The Spanish expression haciendo caras, “making faces” means to put on a face in 
order to express a particular feeling as when we frown or grimace. Yet there is an added 
connotation to the expression that traces back to the pedagogical and spiritual function 
that the Náhuatl peoples of Mesoamerica attributed to their tlamatinime (sages or 
philosophers).  In his Historia General de las cosas de Nueva España, franciscan frair 
and missionary to the Aztecs Bernandino de Sahagún (1499-1590) records that the 
                                                          
64 Ibid., 549. 
 
65 Anzaldúa, Borderlands, 58, 60. 
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Náhuat indigenous informants related that among the functions and activities of the 
tlamatinime one was to “hacer sabios los rostros ajenos, hacer a los otros tomar una 
cara (una personalidad), hacerlos desarrollarla.”66 The Náhuat sage was compared to a 
pierced obsidian mirror through which people were able to see their own faces.  
Anzaldúa, following in the same pre-Cortesian67 tradition and as a true modern-
day tlamatini believes that the face is the “most naked, most vulnerable, exposed and 
significant topography of the body.”68 She continues saying that this vulnerability is 
explained by the fact that our face “is the surface of the body that is the most noticeable 
inscribed by social structures, marked with instructions on how to be” and that “we have 
different surfaces for each aspect of identity, each inscribed by a particular subculture. 
We are written all over … carved and tattooed with the sharp needles of experience.”69  
Anzaldúa understood her work as writer, speaker, and social theorist as helping 
others to acquire the agency of making their own faces. “Making faces,” she affirms “is 
my metaphor for constructing one’s identity.”70 Early in her career Anzaldúa described 
her own internal process of face/identity retrieval, with these words: “when I write it feels 
like I’m carving bone. It feels like I’m creating my own face, my own heart.”71 For 
                                                          
66 Cited in León –Portilla, La Filosofía Náhuatl, 67. Translation: To make other’s faces wise, to make 
others to have a face (a personality), to develop it. 
 
67 Pre-Cortesian refers to events or cultural trends present in Mesoamerica prior to the arrival of Hernán 
Cortés in the sixteenth century. 
 
68 Gloria Anzaldúa, ed., Making Face, Making Soul/Haciendo Caras: Creative and Critical Perspectives by 
Women of Color (San Francisco, CA: Aunt Lute Foundation, 1990), xv. 
 
69 Ibid. 
 
70 Ibid., xvi. 
 
71 Anzaldúa, Borderlands, 95. 
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Anzaldúa this was an imperative as she observed in an interview with Linda Smuckler in 
1982, “In part, you were born in this world to make your heart and create your face.”72 
The Náhuatl notion of what constitute the core or essence of a person was 
enclosed in the dyad cara-corazón “face-heart.”73 And, the goal of education was “to 
perfect the personality of the disciple in its two basic aspects: giving wisdom to the faces 
and strength to the hearts.”74  The ideal of maturity or wholeness in a person is expressed 
in the following Náhuatl text:75 
El hombre maduro:   A mature man 
un corazón firme como piedra, a heart firm as a stone  
un rostro sabio,   a wise countenance 
dueño de una cara, un corazón, owner of a face, a heart, 
hábil y comprensivo.    skilled and understanding.  
 
Consequently, for Anzaldúa and the ancient Náhuat tlamatinime (sages and 
philosophers) the quest for the self-the center of one’s personhood- moves through the 
inner threshold where face and heart connect. And, the walls of this pathway are covered 
by obsidian mirrors that reveal our real faces and hearts and at the same time are 
gateways and portals to other worlds where we glimpse other faces.76 This is also 
                                                          
72 Anzaldúa, “Turning Points,” 35. 
 
73 León –Portilla, La Filosofía Náhuatl, 191. 
 
74 Ibid., 228-229, my translation. 
 
75 Cited in León–Portilla, La Filosofía Náhuatl, 229. My translation. 
 
76 For the importance of mirrors in Náhuatl thought see León–Portilla, La Filosofía Náhuatl, 65-66, 68-69, 
223. For references to mirrors in Anzaldúa see Borderlands, 63-64, 66. 
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Anzaldúa’s view of the act of making face/making soul or building a “bridge home to the 
self.”77 
 
Borderlands Spirituality: An Encompassing Biblical Narrative 
At this point, having laid out all the different components that inform this thesis, 
namely, the four themes of Borderlands spirituality identified in chapter one, the three 
Latino hermeneutical lens posited by theologian and biblical scholar for the interpretation 
of Latino immigrant religious experience, and Anzaldúan three-dimensional approach to 
spirituality with the stages or rites of passage, the most appropriate way to integrate all 
these elements is through an encompassing narrative.78 This narrative without being 
paradigmatic can help us in getting a biblical-theological framework that is distinctive of 
the spirituality of the Borderlands and yet has continuity and interaction with other 
theological and spiritual Latino traditions. 
Biblical narratives have always given strength, hope, and spiritual direction to 
people in distress and oppression in contexts of social injustice. In Latin America there is 
a long tradition of a spirituality of resilience and meaning making born out of biblical 
informed experience of suffering. The Exodus story for instance was paradigmatic in the 
articulation of Liberation Theology.79 In the Hispanic-American experience in the United 
                                                          
77 Anzaldúa, “Now let us Shift,” 540. 
 
78 According to Michel de Certeau, “mystical procedures” [in this case spiritual practices] produce “endless 
narrativity.” Quoted by Philip Sheldrake, “Michel de Certeau: Spirituality and the Practice of Everyday 
Life,” Spiritus 12, no. 2 (2012): 207-216. 
 
79 See for instance J Severino Croatto, Exodus: A Hermeneutic of Freedom, trans. Salvator Attanasio 
(Maryknoll, New York: Orbis, 1981). 
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States, theologians and biblical scholars have kept the same perspectival commitment to 
liberation although their interpretative matrix and reading strategies are determined by 
specific socio-cultural histories of immigration.80  
In the case of the congregations in which this thesis is based on -Protestant 
immigrants of the wave of “other Latinos”- a particular interpretative biblical narrative is 
beginning to emerge. As it was mentioned in the previous chapter, the story of Abram 
sojourning the land of Canaan was referred to at several times during the interviews. For 
this reason, I am proposing a new biblical point of entry for the interpretation of the 
spirituality of these communities: the narrative of Abram and Sarai as registered in the 
book of Genesis. 
 
Abram and Sarai: Sojourners in the Promised Land 
The story of Abram and Sarai is foundational for the Christian faith. Both 
Testaments in the biblical cannon point to the patriarch Abram not just as the father of the 
nation of Israel but as the spiritual prototype of faith for all Christian believers. The faith 
experience of the matriarch Sarai is interpreted by the apostle Paul as a metaphor of 
Christian freedom under the new covenant.81 Yet, their spiritual pilgrimage and social 
condition as aliens and sojourners in a land not of their own has only until recently been 
                                                          
80 Segovia, “Reading the Bible,” 167-173; Nanko-Fernández, “Alternately Documented Theologies,” 36-
49. 
 
81 See Galatians chapters 3-4. I am aware of the ethnic-racial problems that Paul’s interpretation of Sarai 
and Agar entails for Palestinian-Israeli relations. My point here is to underscore the centrality of Sarah in 
the Judeo-Christian tradition. See Lilya Wagner, “Galatians,” in The IVP Women’s Bible Commentary, ed. 
Catherine Clark and Mary J. Evans (Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 2002), 686-687. 
 
98 
 
 
brought to attention by the Catholic Church in light of the phenomenon of global 
migration.82 In the Latino Protestant context the approach to this biblical account has 
been mainly from the perspective of cross-cultural missions and evangelism with some 
noticeable exceptions.83 
Some particularities of the Abram-Sarai spiritual narrative as appropriated by 
these church communities differ from the hermeneutical strategies of other dominant 
Latino groups in the U.S., although there is also commonality in several aspects. First, at 
the core of the understanding of this narrative is the experience of God’s call. Deploying 
a reading strategy shared by other Latinos, these new immigrants believe that God’s call 
to Abram and his family in Genesis 12:1 echoes their own experience of call to come to 
the United States.84 
 Whereas the biblical paradigms preferred by Mexican-American, Puerto Rican, 
and Cuban interpretative communities (i.e. border/mestizaje, diaspora, and exile), are all 
imbued with a latent tension between center and periphery, through the lens of the 
                                                          
82 See for instance “Erga migrantes caritas Christi,” [The Love of Christ towards Migrants] Vatican 
Pontifical Council for Migrants and Refugees, May, 2004, accessed May 8, 2016, 
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/migrants/documents/rc_pc_migrants_doc_2004051
4_erga-migrantes-caritas-christi_en.html. 
 
83 Charles Van Engen, “Biblical Perspectives on the Role of Immigrants on God’s Mission,” Evangelical 
Review of Theology 34, no. 1 (January 2010): 29-43; M. Daniel Caroll R., Christians at the Border: 
Immigration, the Church, and the Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2008); idem, “Reading the 
Bible through Other Lenses: New Vistas from a Hispanic Diaspora Perspective,” in Global Voices: 
Reading the Bible in the Majority Word, ed. Craig Keener and M. Daniel Carroll R (Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson Publishers, 2013), 3-26;  Aída Besancon Spencer, “God the Stranger: An Intercultural 
Hispanic American Perspective,” in The Global God: Multicultural Evangelical Views of God, ed. Aída 
Besancon Spencer and William David Spencer (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1998), 89-103. 
   
84 Fernando Segovia calls this reading strategy “the principle of correspondence.” Segovia, “Reading the 
Bible as Hispanic Americans,” 170. There is also an interesting study by sociologist of religion Peggy 
Levitt about the transnational relations of Dominican migrants who settled in Jamaica Plain, Boston 
beginning in the 1970s. See Peggy Levitt, “You Know, Abraham was really the First Immigrant,” 
International Migration Review 37, no. 3 (Fall, 2003): 847-873. 
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Abram-Sarai narrative these communities define themselves as the bearers of a spiritual 
mission that transcends the center-periphery template and its socio-political implications. 
This hermeneutical direction and the spirituality it implies might be seen as a “naively 
joyous, precritical,” and “apolitical” reading of the bible.85 Nonetheless, as it will be 
shown later on this chapter, these congregations engage with socio-political issues in 
their communities but from a different standpoint. 
A second logic consequence of interpreting the migratory experience to the U.S 
against the backdrop of the Abram-Sarai’s narrative is that this country or at least some 
aspects of living here become the “Promised Land.” This identification is not unrestricted 
because for the members of these communities the religious tenor of the United States is 
one of “liberalism, spiritual tepidness, and indifference before God.” As Rosa lucidly 
expresses “for me the promised land is to know God face to face and to enjoy all which 
the bible promises me… but above all to fulfill God’s purpose and to be part of the 
solution [of the problems] of others.” Therefore, is not that the U.S. per se are equated 
with the biblical Promised Land but rather is the combination of spiritual experiences and 
social achievements ensued since these new immigrants arrived.  
A third and final particularity of this narrative is the missional aspect of it. Deeply 
engrained on this biblical story is the concept of blessing. Abram and Sarai, as well as 
their descendants are the object of God’s blessing because God’s ultimate desire is to 
bless through them all the families of the earth (Genesis 12:2-3). And since the scope of 
this blessing reaches beyond ethnic-racial or national categories, these immigrants 
                                                          
85 This is the opinion of Justo González, cf., González, Mañana, 83-85; idem., Santa Biblia, 27-30. 
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believe that God sent them to this country in order to use them in advancing the 
upcoming spiritual revival which will bring this nation back to its spiritual roots and 
heritage of biblical values.  
One way in which this communal consciousness of being an immigrant people 
with a divinely assigned mission to bless this land is articulated by the Puerto Rican 
Pentecostal theologian and urban pastor Eldin Villafañe through what he calls “the 
Jeremiah Parading for the City.”86 Villafañe takes his cue from the letter that the prophet 
Jeremiah sent from Jerusalem to the exiles in Babylon in the sixth century B.C.E. 
(Jeremiah 29:1-14). According to Villafañe the words of the prophet admonishing the 
community to pray for the welfare of the city where they were sent into exile contain a 
“theology of spirituality.” This is an “urban spirituality” necessary for the practices of 
ministry among Latino communities in the inter-city context.87 Consequently, the 
members of these congregations are developing a growing sense of belonging to their 
surroundings and this in turn furnishes a spirituality of active engagement through prayer, 
involvement in programs of social assistance, and presence in the community. 
    
 
 
                                                          
86 Eldin Villafañe, Seek the Peace of the City: Reflections on Urban Ministry (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1995), 1-3. 
  
87 Villafañe, Seek the Peace of the City, 2-3. Al least two more Latino Protestant theologians-pastors are 
elaborating on the ecclesial, pedagogical, and spiritual repercussions of this paradigm. See Elizabeth 
Conde-Frazier, “From Hospitality to Shalom,” in A Many Colored Kingdom: Multicultural Dynamics for 
Spiritual Formation, ed. Elizabeth Conde-Frazier, S. Steve Kang, and Gary A. Parrett (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker Academic, 2004), 167-210; and Roberto S. Miranda, En la Tierra de los Peregrinos: La Iglesia 
Evangélica Hispana y su llamado Redentor (Río Piedras, Puerto Rico: Palabra y más, 2009), 279-296. 
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Following in the Steps of Faith of Abram and Sarai 
Abraham is an eternal pattern of faith. To be a stranger and in exile is the 
peculiar suffering of faith. 
    -Søren Kierkegaard88 
 
Many years before the Danish philosopher and religious thinker made this 
statement, the apostle Paul invited the believers in Christ in the city of Rome to “follow 
in the steps of the faith of our father Abraham” (Romans 4:12) In the story of Abram and 
his family we discover a tapestry of scenes of faith and fear, exile and settlement, 
family’s achievements and quarrels, prayer and trickery, sacrificial love and misogamy. It 
is for this reason that this narrative yields an excellent point of entry into the faith 
experiences and spiritual stories of Latino immigrants. Referring to this narrative, Old 
Testament Latino scholar M. Daniel Carroll affirms, “for immigrants…this metaphor is 
not just an abstract, theological description; they live that metaphor every day. They 
experience the vulnerability and dependence in the spiritual, social, economic, cultural, 
and familial realms.”89 
The biblical record in Genesis chapter 11 to 25 covers a period of one hundred 
years since the time when the family arrived in Canaan-Abram was seventy five years old 
(Gen 12:4) until Abram’s death after his 175th birthday (Gen.25:7).90 It seems that after 
leaving their home country neither Abram nor Sarai visited their families in Ur for the 
                                                          
88 Charles E. Moore, ed., Provocations: Spiritual Writings of Kierkegaard (Rifton, New York: The Plough 
Publishing, 2011), 88. 
 
89 Carroll, “Reading the Bible,” 16. 
 
90 Since the complexities of historical and textual criticism, biblical hermeneutics, and theological 
interpretation of these texts extend beyond the scope of this thesis, I am reading these texts without any 
linguistic, historic or theological sophistication in the way in which the members of these congregations 
would do it.   
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rest of their lives although after Isaac’s birth the good news were exchanged with the 
family back in Mesopotamia (Gen.22:20). This was not uncommon with several of the 
families that I met during my research. Sometimes they had to wait for fifteen or twenty 
years before they were able to see their parents or children again.  This is but just one of 
the many details in which the century-long spiritual journey of faith of this ancient Near 
Eastern couple affords an interpretative template for Borderlands spirituality. 
  
Go… to the land that I will show you. Gen 12:1 
The first thing that one comes across in this biblical account is that for Abram the 
whole thing about emigrating from the land of the Chaldeans to go into the land of 
Canaan was God’s idea (cf. Genesis 12:1; 15:7; 20:13; 24:7). However, a careful reading 
suggests that it was initially Abram’s father, Terah who took the initiative of the journey 
(Gen. 11:26-32). But after they completed half of the trip, Terah passed away in Haran. 
At that point one wonders why Abram did not return to his family and gave his father a 
proper burial in his land. Biblical scholars give us insight by locating the journey within 
massive migrations caused by wars and invasions in that region during the eighteenth 
century B.C.E. But from the point of view of faith of the writer of this narrative, God was 
working behind the scene and this is exactly the same way my interviewees read their 
experience. During the interviews there were no explicit mentions of the socio-economic 
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and political causes that prompted their journey to the United States because for them 
“Dios estaba en el asunto.”91 
But the fact that Dios estaba en el asunto did not alleviate the profound crisis they 
were suddenly in the midst of. This ontological, interior, emotional-sensorial-spiritual 
state of crisis is difficult to convey. It is an earthquake, a seismic rupture that moves the 
foundations of all that was known –family, language, identity, and neighborhood. This 
arrebato, says Anzaldúa, “shifts you into the crack between the worlds, shattering the 
mythology that grounds you.”92 
Where or to whom do you turn to in the darkest hour of this crisis? Here, is where 
a subtly peculiarity of the translation of the Reina-Valera Spanish version of the bible 
which has shaped the interpretation of this narrative for decades, makes all the difference. 
In most English translation the twelfth chapter of Genesis begins with the words “God 
said to Abram,” however the Spanish reads “But God had said to Abram.” The “but” and 
“had” entail that although Abram’s father had died in the middle of the journey, God 
“had said” (the text does not give us information of when this took place) clearly to 
Abram to leave his country and his people.  
The initial promise of God, it is believed in the Latino context, was the source of 
strength and hope for the patriarch and his family when adversity struck in the middle of 
the journey. God’s promises, sometimes through prophecies, dreams, visions, or bible 
                                                          
91 This expression was used profusely during the interviews and it could be translated as “God was in this 
matter.” 
 
92 Anzaldúa, “Now let us Shift,” 544. 
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reading is where Latino immigrants find solace when things get complicated for them 
whether during the traverse of the border or after the arrival. As historian of Latino 
Protestantism Juan Francisco Martinez found in his investigation “the testimonies of the 
members recognize that God has accompanied them and has worked on their behalf in 
situations that did not seem to have a solution.”93 
The biblical text also portrays Abram journeying without knowing where he was 
going. The command of God was to “go forth to the land which I will show you.” In this 
enterprise there was not an exploratory trip or some preliminary research about the living 
conditions of a certain city or region. It was pretty much an itinerant family pitching their 
tent and following the lead of a God who appeared sporadically with new instructions and 
reiterative promises. Other conditions such as famines, wars, or the need of water and 
pasture for the livestock also determined the movements of this family unit.  
This vacation-plan-tour might sound too risky for the in-advance planning 
mentality of the American way of life but for Latino immigrants, especially new comers 
without other family members in the U.S., this is part of their story. They move wherever 
jobs are available. They have to leave when the ICE units begin indiscriminate raids. 
They have to abandon their jobs when employers exert pressure about working permits 
and social security cards. They have to relocate when the violence and drug trafficking in 
their neighborhoods put their children at risk. Yet, in all these predicaments the 
                                                          
93 Martínez, Walk with the People, 74. 
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Borderland dwellers learn to recognize what a pastor who participated in this study calls 
“Diosidencias.”94 
There is still another dimension of crisis registered in the biblical narrative and 
very common in the Latino communities considered here. This has to do with complex 
issues of broken or strangled family relations, blended families, divorce and single 
mothers, and physical, emotional, economic, and sexual violence against women. Early in 
the Abram-Sarai cycle appear a series of events that challenge a domesticated, happy-
family type of reading of this narrative. Abram, out of fear and perhaps greed, uses Sarai 
as a commodity for personal gain (Gen.12:11-13). The material prosperity of Abram and 
Lot his nephew causes a rupture (Gen. 13:5-13). Sarai and Abram abuse Hagar, a slave 
they acquired in Egypt (Gen. 16:2-4). Lot gets into an incestuous relationship with his 
two daughters (Gen. 19:30-38). Abram shows favoritism for Isaac over all his other 
children (Gen. 25:6). One scholar explains that “the biblical heroes [Abram and Sarai] are 
not portrayed as demigods or perfect human. They are mortals of flesh and blood, subject 
to the same temptations and possessed of the same frailties as are all human beings.”95 
The majority of Latino theologian underscore, and somewhat romanticize, the 
centrality of La Familia as a prominent feature in Latino spirituality. However, in all my 
reading I found only a couple of examples of honest discussion about the issues facing 
                                                          
94 This expression is a word play of the terms Dios and coincidencia [God and coincidence]. A way of 
saying that God is working in what appear to be a mere chance or coincidence. 
 
95 Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1989), 
94-94, quoted in Jean-Pierre Ruiz, Reading from the Edges: The Bible and People on the Move (Maryknoll, 
New York: Orbis, 2011), 67. 
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Latino immigrant families today.96 For instance, the sense of guilt that many parents 
carry because their children had to stay in their countries or the frustration they 
experience when these children are finally able to come and they realize that relationships 
have been profoundly severed, or the challenge of balancing money-producing time and 
family-invested time. Many families do not know how to deal with the reality of 
biculturalism and bilingualism of their children. Many Latino women in these 
communities are subject to emotional, economic, verbal, and spiritual manipulation in 
their homes and in the church. The percentages of pregnancy among unmarried youth 
Latinas and divorces keep growing in these communities.   
It is in light of these challenges that a careful reading of the Abram-Sarai narrative 
with particular attention to dynamics of power, gender, and generations in family systems 
is in place. At the same time, Anzaldúa spiritual use of Nepantla as space of intercultural 
encounter might prove to be useful in addressing family realities of the Borderlands. 
Latino Catholic biblical scholar Jean-Pierre Ruiz poses this important question, “what 
happens when we read about Sarai’s experience of crossing the border into Egypt along 
with Gloria Anzaldúa?”97 One initial response to his question is that Anzaldúa’s theory 
taps into elements of identity and spirituality that open up new vistas for biblical 
interpretation and pastoral ministry in the Latino immigrant community. 
 
                                                          
96 Elizabeth Conde-Frazier, “Latina Women and Immigration,” Journal of Latin American Theology 3, no. 
2 (2008): 54-75; Jorge E. Maldonado, “Immigration and the Family: The Dynamics of Processes of 
Immigrant Families,” Journal of Latin American Theology 3, no. 2 (2008): 39-53. 
 
97 Ruiz, Reading from the Edges, 68. 
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Then the Lord appeared to Abram, and said… Gen. 12:7 
There is a literary pattern that runs throughout all the narrative in Genesis 
chapters 12-25. The pattern has four movements, (1) God appears in different forms and 
communicates promises and commandments, (2) Abram respond building an altar for 
worship, (3) God keeps silent, and (4) Abram comes back to the place of the altar and 
God speaks again. The texts portrait Abram and Sarai journeying in ten different 
geographical places and every time there is a divine communication and some type of 
ritual of worship (altar, prayer, circumcision, ritual meal and tithes, burnt offering).  
This divine-human pattern of communication might sound strange to the 
contemporary scientific-naturalistic mindset but it is part and parcel of the spirituality of 
the Borderlands. As it was profusely illustrated in chapter one, the members of these 
congregations report all kids of divine communications and interventions as part of their 
daily spiritual experience and even when God seems to be silent, it is, they believe 
“because he is working.”98 Several remembered how God “appeared” during their 
crossing of the Borderlands, through the help and support (water, food, shelter, clothes, 
and directions) they received from people who just appeared and also disappeared 
suddenly without any explanation. This resembles the strange intervention of 
Melchizedek who brought out bread and wine…and blessed Abram (Gen.14:18-19) and 
then disappeared completely from the narrative. 
The Latino, twenty first century Abram-s and Sarai-s of the Borderlands have 
developed the cognitive capacity that Anzaldúa calls La Facultad.  I described it with the 
                                                          
98 See the section God is Working in Silence on page 44. 
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word-play Bible-X-perience. It is a way of reading the biblical texts in the “vocative.” 
Locating ourselves in the narratives and allowing the texts in their “otherness” to read our 
reality back. This is not an easy task especially for the biblically and theologically trained 
person because in order to unlock the experience of migrants one needs to undergone a 
“series of epistemological ruptures,” since traditional language and official theories are 
simply not adequate to explain “foreign experience.” 99 But for these immigrants, 
spirituality and bible-shaped experience is a natural continuum and there is no other way 
to access the parallel and symbolic worlds they inhabit in worship than through an 
epistemological rupture.  
Several Latino theologians, biblical scholars, and pastors confirm in their writings 
this epistemological turn and its relevance in the spirituality of the Latino community. 
Samuel Soliván, observes that the source of authority informing Latino Pentecostal 
spirituality is not a church doctrinal confession or ecumenical creed but scripture “as 
interpreted and applied by the community.”100 Both Elizabeth Conde-Frazier and Edwin 
David Aponte underline the “bible-experience-centered” nature of Latino spirituality.101 
This pervasiveness of biblical texts approached through an experience informed 
hermeneutics reverberates at the center of the spirituality of these communities. For 
instance, the pastors received from God the biblical word-image that later became the 
                                                          
99 Bedford, “To Speak of God,” 111. 
 
100 Samuel Soliván, “Hispanic Pentecostal Worship,” in Alabadle: Hispanic Christian Worship, ed. Justo L. 
González (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1996), 50. 
 
101 Conde-Frazier, “Hispanic Protestant Spirituality,” 132; Edwin David Aponte, “Theologizing Popular 
Protestantism,” in The Wiley Blackwell Companion to Latino/a Theology, ed. Orlando O. Espín (Malden, 
MA: John Wiley & Sons, 2015), 408. 
 
109 
 
 
name of the church, the Still Waters of Psalm 23:2, the fields that are ripe for The Harvest 
in John 4:35, and the conqueror Lion of Judah of Revelation 5:5. Once these biblical 
narratives are internalized by individuals or by the community as a whole they inform, 
explain, direct, and reinforce practices of worship, emphasis of ministry, seasons in the 
history of the church, and process of self-definition. 
Passion, affirms Samuel Solivan, “lies at the heart of this spirituality.”102 By 
passion he refers to the realm of bodily, sensorial, and emotive experience which in 
traditional Western Protestant epistemology is systematically divorced from the activities 
of the mind (logical and cognitive critical analysis) and discharged as valid sources of 
theological reflection and knowledge. Yet, for Borderlands dwellers this passion laden 
spirituality centered in the context of worship (el culto) is the locus and the means for 
theological knowledge, growth in faith, prayerful spiritual warfare, and intimate 
communion with God. As Abram, they built altars as milestones in their spiritual journey 
and continue experiencing the Nepantla state at every rite of passage along the path of 
God’s conocimiento. 
The type of relationship with God that this spirituality envisions is intimate and 
profoundly affective. The worship leaders use the expression “touching the heart of God” 
to describe what happens during a time of worship. I heard members of these 
congregations referring to God with expressions reserved for affective and close 
communication between a father and his children or between lovers. Expressions such as 
                                                          
102 Samuel Soliván, “Sources of Hispanic/Latino Theology,” in Hispanic/Latino Theology: Challenge and 
Promise, ed. Ada María Isasi-Díaz and Fernando F. Segovia (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1996), 140-141. 
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amado mio [My love], hermoso Jesus [beautiful Jesus], and Papaito lindo [dear daddy], 
were uttered in public prayer. Traditional Latino Protestant coritos or worship songs are 
characterized by the use of the most intimate pronoun tu instead of the formal usted when 
referring to God.103 And, an analysis of the lyrics of some of the most well-known coros 
in Latino Protestant churches reveals a romantic language full of images of intimate 
communion with God and with Jesus.104 As the patriarch Abram who was called a “friend 
of God” by James’ community (cf. James 2:23 and 4:4-5) the practitioners of Borderlands 
spirituality strive for a close and intimate communion with the divine. 
 
I am God Almighty, walk before me and be trustworthy. Gen 17:1 
After a period of thirteen years of silence, God renews communication with 
Abram in what appears to be a rebuke for not trusting God’s power to fulfill the promise 
of having a multitude of descendants.105 This time God ratifies the promises and the 
covenant and announces that Abram and Sarai’s names will be changed in order to reflect 
the essence of their new identity as the carries of God’s covenant. A change of name in 
                                                          
103 In general, in the Latino context the pronoun tu is used only in conversation with somebody one is 
acquainted with and has developed a personal relationship. Usted is the way to refer to a person you do not 
know, or somebody with authority (an elder, a boss, a teacher) unless that person gives you permission to 
use the pronoun tu. 
 
104 Carlos F. Cardoza-Orlandi, “Que Lindo es mi Cristo: The Erotic Jesus/Christ in the Caribbean, Latin 
American, and Latino/a Protestant Christian Music,” in Jesus in the Hispanic Community: Images of Christ 
from Theology to Popular Religion, ed. Harold J. Recinos and Hugo Magallanes (Louisville, KY: John 
Knox Press, 2009), 157-170. 
 
105 The original Hebrew term tamiym translated “to be trustworthy” in Genesis 17:1 conveys the idea of 
integrity and sincerity. It could be translated “to be blameless,” “whole-hearted,” “complete,” and 
“perfect.” See Rene Kruger and Hans H. Mallau,  Diccionario del Hebreo y Arameo Bíblicos (Buenos 
Aires: La Aurora, 1982), 313-314; Karl Feyerabend, Langenscheidt’s Pocket Hebrew Dictionary of the Old 
Testament (Germany: Holder-Stoughton, n.d), 372. 
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the biblical tradition symbolizes the authority of the name-giver and the transformation of 
the name-receiver (cf. the same literary motif in the narrative of Jacob’s encounter with 
God in Peniel, Gen. 32:24-32). In the language of the New Testament we could say that 
this text suggests an experience of conversion.  
Along with the centrality of the bible, conversion is the most important feature of 
the spiritual experience of Latino Protestants in the U.S. In the 2007 Pew report 
Changing Faiths: Latinos and the Transformation of American Religion conversion is the 
principal reported reason for joining a Protestant congregation. The report summarizes 
that “the desire for a more direct, personal experience of God emerges by far the most 
potent motive for these conversions.”106 The implication of conversion goes deeper that a 
mere change in church affiliation. The Latino Protestant community recognizes the bible 
as divine revelation. They regard the authority of the bible not just as a theological 
proposition but rather as the signature of the power of God’s Spirit manifested in the 
transformative experience of conversion. That transformation is possible because after 
conversion the Spirit of God places the believer in a lifelong spiritual journey of faith in 
and obedience to God’s word. In consequence, conversion is considered a spiritual 
awakening and also a transformative journey or “converted existence”. Spirituality, says 
Orlando Costas, is the “practical expression of [that] journey, the praxis –or reflective 
engagement- of the faith.”107  
                                                          
106 Pew Research Center, “Changing Faiths: Latinos and the Transformation of American Religion,” PEW, 
Washington, April, 25, 2007, accessed October 31, 2016, http://www.pewforum.org/2007/04/25/changing-
faiths-latinos-and-the-transformation-of-american-religion-2. 
 
107 Orlando E. Costas, Liberating News: A Theology of Contextual Evangelization (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans Publishing, 1989), 112, 125. 
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Conversion also entails a definitive break in social practices and associations. In 
these Latino congregations a clear distinction is made between who is a brother or sister 
in Christ and who is an amigo/a [friend]. When a pastor welcomes the visits during a 
worship service, she always refers to them as “friends” unless it is known that the person 
is member of another Protestant church. And, in order to be a member of a Latino 
Protestant congregation you need to made a public profession of faith in Jesus Christ 
(conversion) and be baptized. When an adult person who was baptized as an infant in the 
Roman Catholic Church converts, s/he has to be baptized again because for most Latino 
Pentecostals the religious experience they had in the Catholic tradition is consider either 
pagan and idolatrous or a preparation before conversion. Most of the members in the 
congregations researched would apply Joshua’s words to their own religious experience 
before conversion, “long ago your forefathers, including Terah the father of 
Abraham…lived beyond the River and worshiped other gods.” Joshua 24:2.  
The spiritual experience of conversion generates a series of internal and external 
changes in behavior, perceptions, and social interactions. From that point on it is 
expected that the converted person will separate from the “world.” As it is understood in 
this spirituality, the world encompasses the behaviors, values, points of view, and mores 
contrary to the bible (cf. 1 John 2:15-18). Pastor Miguel Angel Darino explains, “[T]he 
Hispanic Christian knows well that there is a dividing line between Christian and 
unbeliever, which means that, once crossed one is in the world.”108 
                                                          
108 Miguel Angel Darino, “What is different About Hispanic Baptist Worship,” in Alabadle: Hispanic 
Christian Worship, ed. Justo L. González (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1996), 84. 
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In Anzaldúa’s vision of the spiritual journey through the topography of the 
Borderlands the fourth stage is called “the call…el compromiso…the crossing and 
conversion.”109 With this title Anzaldúa did not refer to the Christian experience of 
conversion by any means. Nevertheless Anzaldúa’s spiritual vision of conversion within 
the horizons of Nepantla and La Facultad illuminates our interpretation of conversion in 
these communities. In general the religious and spiritual worldview in Latino culture is 
rooted in Catholic Spanish mysticism and Protestant Pietism. However these religious 
traditions with the Catholic emphasis in sacramental theology and ritual and the 
Protestant centrality of biblical literacy and doctrinal orthodoxy are inadequate for the 
interpretation of the meaning of conversion of the Borderland dwellers. 
When it comes to the discourse of spiritual conversion the Catholic tradition in 
Latin America centers upon rituals and sacraments while Protestantism in the U.S. 
stresses the need for the intellectual affirmation of certain doctrines such as justification 
by faith. These components, although deeply embedded in the religious make up of 
Latino Protestantism do not capture the whole range of processes characteristic of 
conversion in the spiritualty of the borderlands. Conversion is marked by the 
psychological, mental, and spiritual in-betweeness of Nepantla where internal processes 
of metamorphosis which in the bible are called “the new birth,” take place. As Anzaldúa 
lucidly put it, the threshold of nepantla is “the birth canal” and the “promise of spiritual 
rebirth.”110 Conversion in Anzaldúa’s spiritual vision is not mediated by ritual precision 
                                                          
109 The Spanish word compromiso means commitment. 
 
110 Anzaldúa, “Now let us Shift,” 554. 
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or right believing. It entails an ontological “urgency to know what you are experiencing” 
and an epistemological state that “awakens la facultad, the ability to shift attention and 
see through the surface of things and situations …and to bring all your faculties to bear 
on transforming your condition.”111 
 
No longer shall your name be called Abram, but your name shall be 
Abraham…as for Sarai your wife…Sarah shall be her name. Gen. 17:5, 15. 
Although the promise of God to Abram and Sarai was received by them initially 
with laughter and skepticism, eventually they witnessed the beginning of the fulfilment of 
all that God had promised and experienced a foretaste of God’s covenant with their 
family. Three things were included in the blessing that God promised: offspring, land, 
and protection. Furthermore, they were told that through them the same blessing would 
reach multitude of other families and eventually nations. This was in essence what was 
implied in the changing of their names.  
How do all these promises look when the narrative is read through the lens and 
experiences of Latino Protestant immigrants? What interpretative possibilities are opened 
through the metaphor of a new name and the redefinition of ethnic identity in the U.S.? In 
what ways could the parents envision the future of their U.S. born children in light of this 
narrative? How could the promise of protection become a source of encouragement and 
confidence for undocumented immigrants? What practical changes in terms of 
                                                          
 
 
111 Ibid., 547, 556. 
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investment, education, and socialization are prompted through the realization that this 
country is now one’s land?  How does this spiritual assessment of the experience of 
immigration inform a sense of responsibility with the community? 
These are the kind of questions which the narrative of Abraham and Sarah help us 
to elucidate within these communities. Theological contributions to the public 
conversation about immigration, affirms Carmen M. Nanko-Fernández, “remain limited 
if we stay fixated on the crossing but neglect the living.”112 For the regular attendant to 
these congregations the memory of the “crossing” is a tribute to God’s faithfulness but 
now that they are established in this country they want to move forward and reach all that 
God has in store for their “living.”. This narrative depicts a spirituality that integrates 
aspects of personal inner transformation-the metaphor of changing one’s name- with 
practical incentives for socio-economic improvement-the promises of progress, 
protection, and prosperity. 
At the same time, these congregations have an essential role in restoring the fabric 
of social interactions that families have lost because of migration. The church becomes an 
extended family, the materialization of the promise of community to Abraham and Sarah. 
This promise of a new beginning is made possible thanks to the building of 
multigenerational, multiethnic, and multinational communities where children and adults 
alike can flourish developing their gifts and contributing to the community as a whole. 
Elizabeth Conde-Frazier observes that this project of multicultural living is a “spiritual 
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journey from hospitality to shalom.”113 At the core of this spiritual journey toward 
shalom there is conviction that God is bringing Latinos to this land not just to be blessed 
by the freedom and economic prosperity of this country but more importantly to be a 
blessing, to procure peace for the cities (Jeremiah 29:7) where hundreds of congregations 
multiply every year.  
With their Borderlands spirituality, these churches are contesting stereotypes of 
what is sold as Latino spiritual experience in U.S. society and at the same time are 
enriching the religious life of the American culture. Instead of blaming other ethnic 
groups or isolating themselves with a mentality of we-versus-them, the discourse that I 
heard frequently in these communities was one of gratitude with God for the blessings 
received in this country and a sincere desire to contribute with what is most precious in 
their hearts, namely the spiritual experience of the Borderlands. As Anzaldúa explains 
‘by redeeming your most painful experiences you transform them into something 
valuable, algo para compartir or share with others so that they may be empowered.”114 
The process of making face-making soul is actualized when the members of these 
congregations begin to realize that God’s plan for them and their families involves a 
spiritual responsibility that goes beyond the boundaries of their own ethno-cultural 
context. And, when they invest in this process their contribution makes a difference. 
Latinos whose faces has been inscribed by social structures of inequality and cultural 
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misperceptions of inferiority gradually begin to see themselves, face and soul, through 
the mirror of God’s narrative and become dueños de una cara, un corazón.115 
 
Concluding Remarks: 
I conclude this chapter by summarizing the three most important findings that 
emerged as I was doing the analysis of the data. The first one was caused by a 
demographic factor. I did not know in advance that the demographic configuration of the 
churches I was going to research would have such an important bearing on the final 
results. During the interviews and visits to the sites I perceived a dissonance between 
what I was hearing and observing at those congregations and the descriptions of Latino 
Protestant spirituality in the existing literature by Latino theologians, historians, and 
biblical scholars. When I started analyzing in depth the interviews it was clear that there 
was a correlation between the stories of these immigrants and particular socio-political 
and environmental events in their countries of origin (military coups, revolutionary wars, 
earthquakes, hurricanes, and economic recessions.)  
It was at that point that I decided to read the literature again but this time with 
particular attention to the socio-political contexts and the history of migration of the 
communities which those scholars represent and speak on behalf of. It became evident 
that their theological construal accounted for the religious experiences of the three 
predominant Latino communities in the U.S., Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, and Cubans. 
Some of them clarify which Latino religious/spiritual experience they are trying to 
                                                          
115 See the section Making Face-Making Soul in this chapter.  
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articulate but most only refer to “reading the bible as Latinos,” or “Latino spirituality,” or 
Latino theology,” or “Latino immigrant experience,” without the specificity that is 
required in order to avoid the marginalization by exclusion or the domestication by 
inclusion.116 
What I found is that the socio-cultural experience of migration of these non-
traditional Latino communities (Central and South Americans, Dominicans) and the 
ensuing religious interpretations and spiritual practices emerging from that experience 
stand on their own terms. Therefore, they need to be accounted for with respect and 
specificity. In a Latino Protestant Guatemalan female immigrant living in Rhode Island at 
least three levels of minority-zation converge. She is a member of a racial-ethnic minority 
in the U.S. (White-Hispanic). Within that minority, she is a member of a religious 
minority (Catholic-Protestant), and even within that minority, she is a member of a 
particular minority subgroup divided along the lines of country of origin (Guatemala), 
generation (first generation who arrived in the 1980s), and geographical location in the 
U.S (living in the Northeast). Unless all these factors are taken into consideration, we will 
keep her spiritual experience marginalized by referring to it as “Latino religious 
experience.”117 
The second finding, derived from the demographic factor, has to do with the 
interpretative strategies or hermeneutical frameworks developed by Latino Christin 
academicians from various disciplines (history, biblical studies, theology, popular 
                                                          
116 Carrol, “Reading the Bible,” 14. 
 
117 I am not considering here the fact that she is a female, which implies a whole new subset of 
particularities along the lines of gender, marital status, age, etcetera. 
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religion and spirituality), vis a vis Latino immigration as locus/focus of study. All Latino 
communities in the U.S. share a sort of religious continuity weaving elements of pre-
Columbian spirituality, Spanish Catholicism, and Pentecostal Protestantism. But at the 
same time each community is rooted in historic, economic, political and religious 
particularities. The work of these scholars is aimed to develop the analytical tools and 
encompassing biblical narratives needed to describe the variety of religious experiences 
and spiritual practices observed in these communities. 
After a careful examination of both the current predominant narratives of the 
literature in the field and the data collected in these congregations, I came to the 
conclusion that it was imperative to envision a different biblical narrative in order to 
make a more nuanced analysis and description of the intersectionality of historic events 
and intersubjective interpretation, theological tradition and social meaning making, 
biblical imagination and liturgical enactment of the spirituality of these Borderlands 
communities. The recurrence of references to Abraham during the interviews, hinted a 
possible biblical imaginary operative in this spirituality. I am not suggesting that the 
Abram-Sarai narrative is the “paradigm” that “explains” the spirituality of these 
congregations, but I do believe that as a point of entry this narrative is infused with 
interpretative possibilities and symbolic horizons that may represent with respect and 
accuracy the lived religious experience of a particular subgroup of Latino immigrant 
congregations. 
The third and final outcome of this analysis is related to Anzaldúa’s theory of the 
spirituality of the Borderlands. The process of bibliographic research, field research and 
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interpretative analysis of this thesis has been an academic and spiritual journey. As 
mentioned at the conclusion of the first chapter, during the field work as a participant 
observer I began to distinguish the four cardinal points of a spiritual compass which 
allowed me to sketch a provisional draft of the terrain inhabited by the Borderlands 
dwellers. In preparation for the second chapter, I undertook a detailed reading of the work 
of Anzaldúa and found that her work afforded me with a language, a space, and a road 
map to continue the journey. 
The language of the Borderlands as envisioned by Anzaldúa is a grammar of the 
soul appropriate to name spiritual categories and experiences for which traditional 
Christian liturgical and spiritual nomenclature is insufficient. Her imaginative construe of 
Nepantla, la Facultad and Making Face-Making Soul make possible alternative ways of 
voicing out a spirituality compounded by biblical imaginary, Christian theology and 
Mesoamerican spiritual substrata. Likewise, the space or locus for creative theological-
spiritual reflection unveiled through Anzaldúan spiritual categories brings to the forefront 
ontological, epistemological and ethical horizons which enhance the panoramic vision of 
the spiritual topography of the Borderlands. Lastly, Anzaldúa’s “meditation on the rites 
of passage”118 complements the classical spiritual itinerary based on the Triple Way by 
adding contextuality to the analysis of religious experience of peoples whose cultural, 
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ethno-racial, and cognitive standpoints do not coincide with Western patterns of thought 
and religious worldviews.119
                                                          
119 The classical spiritual itinerary or triple way which includes the purgative, the illuminative, and the 
unitive ways each one described separately with their own characteristics and methods of prayer constitute 
the stages of the spiritual journey toward a deeper experience of God. See Peter Tyler, “The Triple Way,” 
in The New Westminster Dictionary of Christian Spirituality, ed. Philip Sheldrake (Louisville, KY: 2005), 
626-627.  
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CHAPTER 3 
SPIRITUAL FORMATION IN BORDERLANDS SPIRITUALITY 
Recognizing the experiential differences in/of migrations should result in more 
than just nuanced discourse on an assumed universal theme [of immigration] and 
such cognizance is especially vital in the development of pastoral ministries… 
 
  —Carmen Nanko-Fernández, Alternately Documented Theologies   
The ultimate goal of this thesis is the development of a pastoral approach to 
practices of spiritual formation that are biblically and theologically informed, contextual, 
and transformative in response to the needs and particularities of these congregations. But 
this is precisely the main challenge in writing this chapter because of the surprising lack 
of written resources on spiritual formation in Latino Protestant congregations. The 
academic literature on Latino Catholic spirituality and spiritual formation is profuse and 
there are some recent journal articles about the numeric growth and spiritual practices in 
Latino Protestantism but there is almost nothing when it comes to the pastoral ministry of 
spiritual formation in Latino Protestant churches.1 For this reason, in this chapter and at 
the end of this journey through the borderlands, I am appropriating the words of the 
Spaniard poet Antonio Machado:2 
Caminante, son tus huellas 
                                                          
1 With the exception of the following published works: David Vásquez, Out of the Waters: Resisting the 
Power of Fear (Baltimore, MD: Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service, 2010); Elizabeth Conde-
Frazier, S. Steve Kang, and Gary A. Parrett, A Many Colored Kingdom: Multicultural Dynamics for 
Spiritual Formation (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2004); Daniel A. Rodriquez, A Future for the Latino 
Church: Models for Multilingual, Multigenerational Hispanic Congregations (Downers Grove, IL: 
Intervarsity Press, 2011); and  Orlando Crespo, Being Latino in Christ: Finding Wholeness in Your Ethnic 
Identity (Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 2003). 
 
2 Antonio Machado, Poesías Completas, ed. Manuel Alvar (Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 2001), 326. This sonnet 
comes from the poem Cantares and could be rendered as “Traveler your footsteps are the path and nothing 
else. Traveler, there is no path; the path is forged as one walks. By walking, the path is made; and in 
looking back you see the track that will never be threaded again.” 
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el camino y nada más; 
caminante, no hay camino, 
se hace camino al andar. 
 
Al andar se hace camino 
y al volver la vista atrás 
se ve la senda que nunca 
se ha de volver a pisar. 
 
Without other trails to follow, except the accounts of travelers in other terrains, I 
am then venturing into forging a pathway for a ministry of spiritual growth and guidance 
relying on the four cardinal points of the spiritual compass which emerged in chapter one 
(crisis, conversion, Bible-X-perience, and new community/identity), Anzaldúa’s three-
dimensional map of Borderlands spirituality (Nepantla, Facultad, Making face/soul) 
explained in chapter two, and my own biblically informed pastoral imagination.3 
 
Spiritual Formation 
In Spiritual Formation as if the Church Mattered, James Wilhoit affirms that 
“spiritual formation is the task of the church.” And yet, he says, “despite a plethora of 
resolutions, programs, and resources, the fact remains that spiritual formation has not 
been the priority in the North American church that it should be.”4 The negligence in this 
ecclesial imperative concludes Dallas Willard is the cause for the weakened effect of 
                                                          
3 This chapter is informed by the insights about spiritual formation from several contemporary authors and 
the articles of Spiritus: A Journal of Christian Spirituality. The vast majority of them have reflected on 
these issues in socio-cultural contexts remote to my own and for that reason I refer to them as “travelers in 
other terrains.” In my practice of pastoral imagination with Latino Immigrant congregations I rely on the 
sociological exegesis of David A. DeSilva, The Letter to the Hebrews in Social-Scientific Perspective 
(Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2012); John H. Elliot, A Home for the Homeless: A Sociological Exegesis of 
1 Peter, Its Situation and Strategy (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press, 1981); and John H. Elliot, Conflict, 
Community, and Honor: 1 Peter in Social-Scientific Perspective (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2007). 
 
4 James C. Wilhoit, Spiritual Formation as is the Church Mattered: Growing in Christ through Community 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2008), 15-16. 
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Christianity in the word today.5 Spiritual formation as a topic of academic study is 
relatively new among Protestants in North America although Steve L. Porter believes that 
the concept of spiritual formation “is simple the Protestant doctrine of sanctification in a 
new key.” 6 This monocular view of spiritual formation has been mainly promoted 
through the Journal of Spiritual Formation and Soul Care (JSF). The JSF began the 
academic conversation about “sanctification in a new key” in 2008. The orientation of the 
articles in the JSF follows in the doctrinal and theological tradition of Protestant 
evangelicalism with its emphasis on Reformed understandings of justification, biblical 
authority, grace and faith.  
However, as Marjorie J. Thompson points out in the Introduction to her newly 
revised edition of Soul Feast it was not until the last quarter of the twentieth century that 
a “new crop of church leaders and writers from a broad spectrum of Christian traditions” 
began to recover the riches of historic spiritual practices and their importance for spiritual 
formation.7 The resurgence of interest on Christian spirituality eventually brought forth 
the development of religious and academic programs of spiritual formation, specialized 
journals, and new methodological approaches and interreligious dialogue for the study of 
spiritual formation. 
                                                          
5 Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy: Rediscovering our Hidden Life in God (New York: Harper, 
1997), xv. 
 
6 Steve L. Porter, “Sanctification in a New Key: Relieving Evangelical Anxieties over Spiritual Formation,” 
Journal of Spiritual Formation and Soul Care 1, no. 2 (2008): 129. 
  
7 She mentions Thomas Merton, Henri Nouwen, Richard Foster, Morton Kelsey, Eugene Peterson, 
Kathleen Norris, Frederick Buechner and Parker Palmer.  See Marjorie J. Thompson, Soul Feast: An 
Introduction to the Christian Spiritual Life (Louisville, KY: Westminster, 2014), xvii-xviii. 
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From a biblical perspective in texts such as Romans 8:27-29, 2 Corinthians 3:18, 
and Galatians 4:19 spiritual formation is in essence the “conformation [of the individual] 
to the image of Christ by the indwelling of the Holy Spirit.”8 In this perspective, “to be a 
person means, to exist in a relationship of ongoing spiritual formation with the God 
whose interest in us extends to the very roots of our being.”9 
This basic definition, nonetheless needs to be elaborated. Spiritual formation 
should not be approached as if it were a disconnected process independent from the 
multilayered and multidimensional enterprise of personal and communal formation. 
Formation is a fundamental characteristic of human life. Personal formation will assume 
a wide range of possibilities depending on our location geographically, socially, 
economically, and culturally. Family values, social conventions, cultural assumptions, 
and personal and communal stories are combined to determine the direction, expressions, 
and boundaries of our human existence and the shape of our individual personas in the 
world. Consequently, in discussing spiritual formation within the socio-existential milieu 
of the Borderlands four foci deserve particular attention: (1) the journey metaphor, (2) the 
epistemological modulations of La Facultad, (3) The practice of Making face/soul, and 
(4) a biblically informed assessment of social arenas for spiritual formation.   
The language describing spirituality, spiritual growth, and spiritual formation in 
the bible is rich in metaphors, images, and analogies. There are images of nurture drawn 
                                                          
8 Thompson, Soul Feast, 7. 
 
9 John Mogabgab, “What is Spiritual Formation?” in The Spiritual Formation Bible: Growing in Intimacy 
with God through Scriptures, ed. Timothy K. Jones (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House, 
1999), x. 
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from agriculture, gardening, mothering/fathering, and wild life. Vistas of transformation 
explore the metaphoric meanings of making pottery, looking into a mirror, pruning a 
vine, shedding feathers, or changing cloths. Spiritual experiences are compared to times 
of drought and copious rains, desolate fields and bountiful harvests, empty pots and 
delicious banquets. Dynamics of spiritual life are described with a plethora of analogies 
such as a journey, a battle, a race, looking for a city, or buying a field to name just a few.  
However, because of the common story of the majority of members in the 
congregations, I frame the discussion of spiritual formation around the metaphor of the 
journey.10 Like in the narrative of Abraham and Sarah, for my interviewees the 
experience of sojourning from their countries to the U.S. overlaps with the spiritual 
journey of their souls from a state of crisis to the experience of conversion. The 
interpretative possibilities afforded by the geographical dimension of this metaphor 
combined with the spatial liminality of Nepantla are explored in the consideration of 
spiritual formation in the Borderlands. 
Biblical texts such as Romans 12:1-2 and Ephesians 4:21-23 seem to emphasize 
the renovation of the mind (the way of thinking/knowing) as central in the process of 
spiritual formation. A good deal of church teaching on Christian spirituality tends to 
stress a cerebral-centered, thinking-driven, and worldview-based type of spiritual 
formation. But a careful examination of these passages in their literary contexts reveals a 
                                                          
10 Sociologists Carl Dudley and Sally Johnson found in their study of congregations that in “ethnic-
cultural” congregations a prominent motif from which patterns of church life and ministry emerge is the 
“journey story.” See Carl Dudley and Sally Johnson, “Congregational Self Images for Social Ministry,” in 
Carriers of Faith: Lessons from Congregational Studies, ed. Carl Dudley, Jackson Carroll, and James P. 
Wind (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 1991), 104-121. 
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much more holistic view of the inroads of the body, aesthetics, feelings, and sensations in 
the spiritual development of the person. According to Dallas Willard spiritual formation 
refers to “how the basic elements of human life-the will, the thoughts, the feelings, the 
body, the social relationships, and the depths of the soul-have been shaped so that 
character and life come out of how they have been shaped.”11 Willard’s view is important 
because it considers spiritual formation as a holistic process encompassing inner spaces 
of the self (will, soul, thoughts, and feelings) as well as the outer dimension of the body 
and the interplay of these inner-outer realities within the framework of social interactions. 
La Facultad, the enhanced epistemology of Borderlands spirituality bridges these 
components and stimulates an ampler notion of spiritual formation. Through a 
combination of intuitive, experiential, intellectual, and embodied signals the sojourners of 
Borderlands traverse the mysterious world of scriptures and locate themselves 
imaginatively on it through an interpretative practice that I call Bible-X-perience. La 
Facultad has a crucial bearing on spiritual formation effecting a capability to discern 
God’s presence, voice and direction during rituals of prayer, singing, fasting, and bible 
reading. Following on the steps of Abraham and Sarah, these immigrants metaphorically 
built altars and commune with God by enfleshing God’s presence, decoding God’s voice, 
and imaginatively discerning God’s direction. 
Personal identity lies at the core of this process. Ronald C. Chochol underlines 
this point when he explains spiritual formation as “the pastoral development of personal 
                                                          
11 Dallas Willard, “Beyond Pornography: Spiritual Formation Studied in a Particular Case,” Journal of 
Spiritual Formation and Soul Care 9, no. 1 (2016): 5.  
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life, commitment, and identity, in the Holy Spirit through the assistance of persons, 
processes, and programs.”12 In the biblical writings there is a twofold vision of identity. 
On the one hand, the pattern and fulfillment of God’s work of spiritual formation 
converge on being conformed to the likeness of God’s Son, the man Jesus (Romans 
8:29). On the other hand, the work of transformation carries with it the promise of full 
knowledge of the mysterious contours of our truest individual identities (cf. 1 Corinthians 
13:12, 1 John 3:2, Revelation 2:17).  
In this view, spiritual formation is not the deconstruction of our individual 
identities in order to be cloned by the Spirit in the image of Christ, but rather it is the 
retrieval of our truest self, God’s new creation which is “hidden in Christ” (cf. Colossians 
3:32, Corinthians 5:17). Consequently, in this chapter I approach dimensions of ethno-
racial identity as an essential part of spiritual formation through the Nahuatl-Anzaldúan 
practice of Making face/soul. In the spiritual journey of Abraham and Sarah a decisive 
point came at which their names were changed. The promises received many years before 
were re-interpreted as they underwent internal processes which pierced the very fibers of 
identity as suggested in the etymological meaning of their names. In a similar way, the 
members of these congregations after a long period of socio-existential dislocation get 
settled in new communities of faith wherein they are entitled with a “new name.” This 
name transcends national roots or linguistics communalities because is based on a shared 
spiritual experience of trans-formation.  
                                                          
12 Ronald C. Chocol, “Spiritual Formation in an Academic Institution,” in Spirituality, Ministry, and Field 
Education: Theological Field Education Key Resources, vol. 5. ed. Donald F. Beisswenger, Doran C. 
McCarty, and Lynn Rhodes (n.p.: Association for Theological Field Education, 1986), 3. 
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The dynamic process of human formation in general and of spiritual formation in 
particular takes place as the individual interacts with others in the social matrix of the 
human community. In the case of communities of faith a set of expectations, values, 
practices, and goals govern those interactions as individuals seek “to be conformed to 
Christ, to love God and neighbor as self, and to live in communion with the Triune God 
in Christian community.”13  Spirituality, observes Craig Dykstra “deepens in community, 
rather than in individual isolation. The beliefs, values, attitudes, stories, rituals, and moral 
practices of a faith community are the human forces most powerful in shaping a person’s 
spiritual journey.”14 
At the same time, communities of faith enter into a fluid, transforming-oriented 
conversation with the writings and experiences of other communities from the past in an 
effort to address the lived experiences reveled in the scriptures and the rich 
understandings and practices of the ancestors with the purpose of enacting the project of 
spiritual trans-formation in their own contexts.15 Consequently, the practices of spiritual 
formation in communities of Latino immigrants need to intercept with the stories of other 
biblical communities of “aliens and strangers” (cf. Hebrews 11:13, 1 Peter 2:11) by 
developing reading/interpretative strategies designed to nurture their spirituality and 
boost their sense of mission in the world. Whereas the biblical narrative of Abraham and 
                                                          
13 Angela H. Reed, Richard R. Osmer, and Marcus G. Smucker, Spiritual Companioning: A Guide to 
Protestant Theology and Practice (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2015), xx. 
 
14 Craig Dikstra, Growing in the Life of Faith: Education and Christian Practices, 2nd ed. (Louisville, KY: 
John Knox Press, 2005), 83. 
 
15 Eugene H. Peterson, Christ Plays in Ten Thousand Places: A Conversation in Spiritual Theology (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2005), 5. 
 
130 
 
 
Sarah allows access to patterns of inner-individual spiritual metamorphosis, the 
exegetical reconstruction of the socio-cultural context of biblical immigrant communities 
located at the social margins of the Roman Empire (e.g. Hebrews and 1 Peter) might 
suggest outer-collective trajectories of Spiritual Activist.16 
 
Spiritual Formation in Borderlands Experience 
Traditional social scientists and some theologians have impoverished us as 
Latinos because they merely reported the residual categories of religion in our 
communities […] they turned our vibrant struggle with the sacred into an 
abstraction. Such studies could not tell us anything about the quality of our 
connectedness to our sacred sources. 
 
  —David T. Abalos, Rediscovering the Sacred among Latinos 
In this section I want to examine the quality and depth as well as the nature of the 
struggle in the spirituality of the Borderlands by incorporating the concepts of Nepantla, 
Facultad, and Making Face-Soul and to outline a framework for the theory and practice 
of spiritual formation with these communities. 
 
 
 
                                                          
16 Spiritual Activism is according to AnaLouise Keating “the most comprehensive” of all Anzaldúa’s 
theories. Because of the richness of the theory and this thesis’ constrains, I am considering it only 
tangentially as a subset of the practice of Making face/heart. Spiritual Activism as a transformative social 
practice in Latino immigrant communities deserves a much more robust, critical and systematic reflection 
of its own. See Gloria Anzaldúa, “Let us be the Healing of the Wound” in Light in the Dark, ed. AnaLouise 
Keating, 9-22; AnaLouise Keating, “Shifting Perspectives: Spiritual Activism, Social Transformation, and 
the Politics of Spirit,” in Entre Mundos/Among Worlds, 241-254; AnaLouise Keating, “I’m a Citizen of the 
Universe: Gloria Anzaldúa’s Spiritual Activism as Catalyst for Social Change,” Feminist Studies 34, no. 
1/2 (Spring/Summer 2008): 53-69; and AnaLouise Keating, “From Borderlands and New Mestizas to 
Nepantla and Nepantleras: Anzaldúan Theories of Social Change,” Human  Architecture: Journal of the 
Sociology of Self-Knowledge 4 (Summer 2006): 5-16. 
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Spiritual Journey through Nepantla: From Crisis to Conversion 
The trope of the journey has a long tradition in Christian spirituality.17 In the 
Patristic period the interpretations of Origen (c.185-255), Gregory of Nyssa (c.335-95), 
and Evagrius (346-399) depicted the process of spiritual progress as a prayerful journey 
from the active ascetic life towards the contemplative vision of and union with God. 
During the Middle and Late Middle Ages, the notion of ascending stages on the spiritual 
journey was further developed in several traditions and contexts as can be seen in texts 
such as the Rule of Benedict, John Climacus’ The Ladder of Divine Ascent, Guigo’s 
Ladder of Monks, Bonaventure’s The Journey of the Soul into God, and John of the 
Cross’ Ascent of Mount Carmel.18 Philip Sheldrake, points also to contemporary 
developments in the itineraries of the spiritual journey informed by human sciences such 
as developmental psychology. While all these expositions of the spiritual journey have 
had a tremendous influence in Christian spirituality, the understanding that I am trying to 
articulate here is noticeably different. 
The notion of a spiritual journey in Borderlands spirituality cannot be 
apprehended apart from the dialectic Nahuatl concept of Nepantla. And, the 
understanding of a spiritual journey in these communities is inseparable of their 
interpretation of their own migratory experience through the lens of the biblical narrative 
                                                          
17 For this paragraph I rely on Philip Sheldrake, “Spiritual Journey,” in New Westminster Dictionary 
Christian Spirituality, 389-390; Kallistos Ware and Jean Leclercq, “Ways of Prayer and Contemplation,” in 
Christian Spirituality: Origins to the Twelfth Century,” vol. 16. World Spirituality: An Encyclopedic 
History of the Religious Quest, ed. Bernard McGinn, John Meyenndorff, and Jean Leclercq (New York: 
Crossroad, 1987), 395-426. 
 
18 Three well known classic works on the spiritual journey are John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress 
(Mineola, New York: Dover, 2003); Helen Bacovcin, trans., The Way of a Pilgrim (New York: Doubleday, 
1978); and C.S. Lewis, The Pilgrim’s Regress (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1999). 
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of Abraham and his family. For these communities the idea of a spiritual journey is not 
anchored on the inner process of the soul climbing -through practices of prayer and bible 
reading- a ladder or a mountain searching union with God, rather is the actual experience 
of coming to live in the U.S. and the re-enacting in that journey the biblical text afresh. 
This process of narrative meaning making through a life story of faith, says Janet K. 
Ruffing “constitutes our spiritual identity” and is vital in the spiritual formation of 
individuals and communities.19 
How one theorizes the concept of Nepantla is vital for the direction that spiritual 
formation might take in working with these communities. Some authors translate the 
Nahuatl word as “in the middle” and “in the center.” Although etymologically correct, 
these renderings tend to confound the ontological condition of tension and abundance of 
middleness pervasive in Nahuatl metaphysics with the Greek notion of moderation or 
equilibrium. Yet, as lived experience cannot be compartmentalized or segmented within 
clear stages organized around hierarchies, the spiritual journey of Latino immigrants 
resembles more the dialectical nature of a faith-oriented life with all its uncertainties, 
paradoxes, setbacks, and victories than a calculated and rationalized balance among 
conflicting views, cultural assumptions, and symbolic systems. Nepantla living is 
learning to traverse these worlds as if they were wombs and birth canals whereby a new 
identity is unveiled. 
                                                          
19 Janet K. Ruffing, “Spiritual Identity and Narrative: Fragmentation, Coherence, and Transformation,” 
Spiritus 12, no. 1 (2012): 63, 66. 
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Nepantla is often understood as a type of philosophical, Hegelian synthesis of 
contradictory or disparate premises. Again, in this interpretation the emphasis is placed 
on the ability to resolve in theory a tension or paradox. Nepantla processes on the other 
hand, to borrow from Maffie, “are simultaneously creative and destructive” and in this 
destructive-creative flux is where transformation occurs.20 As the spiritual-migratory 
pilgrimage unfolds the constant awareness of living at the boundaries of different worlds 
recedes and because Latino immigrants dwell at and negotiate those borders most of the 
time, Nepantla become a sort of home.21 Michel de Certeau underlines the importance of 
this dialectical negotiation of boundaries as a spiritual practice by stating that “boundaries 
are the place of Christian work, and their displacements are the result of that work.”22 
In consequence, a ministry of spiritual formation attentive to the particularities of 
these communities should build upon the significance of personal stories of crisis and 
conversion as journey narratives of faith and sites of divine revelation. Instead of 
capitulate to the dominant discourse that depicts borderlands experience as unpleasant, 
strange, or particular, we need to emphasize that Nepantla is essentially a permanent 
experience inherent to the human condition and not just a rarity of immigrant peoples. 
Through a journey-oriented approach we might help new comers and longtime settlers 
alike to recognize that as “people of faith whose ancestors were called to go forth with 
                                                          
20 Maffie, “Centrality of Nepantla,” 13. 
 
21 Anzaldúa, “(Un)natural bridges,” 243. 
 
22 Michel de Certeau, “How Is Christianity Thinkable Today?” in The Postmodern God, ed. Graham Ward 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1997), 142. 
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nothing but a promise and whose God pitched a tent right alongside them, [they] have 
much to offer and to gain from joining the conversation about people on the move.”23 
An important component of a ministry of spiritual formation is to educate the 
members of these communities by providing biblical and theological categories through 
which they may name their experiences and to feel confident about the relevance of their 
contribution to the tradition and practice of Christian spirituality. This pedagogical 
endeavor can be accomplished by implementing workshops and group retreats designed 
to help participants to appreciate the richness of this spirituality born out of their unique 
stories and placed in conversation with other traditions and experiences. For instance, 
with regard to Nepantla as a category of theological reflection in spiritual formation, it is 
necessary to explore biblical instances of people living at the crossroads of various 
cultural, religious, and ethno-racial worlds and to consider how they developed spiritual 
practices and narratives which enabled them to navigate the conditions of their 
Nepantlism (e.g. the Israelite slave girl in Naaman’s house in 2 Kings 5). 
The viability of Nepantla as a category of critical analysis is not limited to 
spiritual formation. Nepantla is also a pregnant theological locus for the construction of 
contextual theological anthropologies of colonized communities. As Javier R. Alanís 
comments, in Jesus of Galilee the Imago Dei was embodied in Nepantla and in 
consequence Jesus’ followers in the U.S. borderlands continue embodying God’s image 
today.24 The theologian K. Barth explained Jesus’ incarnation as the meeting of two 
                                                          
23 David Vásquez, Out of the Waters, 1. 
 
24 Alanís, “The Imago Dei as Embodied in Nepantla,” 76. 
135 
 
 
worlds, two planes intersecting at the “frontier of a new country.”25 This frontier in 
Borderlands categories is the country of Nepantla. Had the renowned theologian been 
born in the Yucatan peninsula, his theological system wouldn’t be called Krisis theology 
but Nepantla theology.  
 
Spiritual Formation via La Facultad 
…faith is the ineffable reality of God; […] clarity of sight is no system, no 
discovery of research, but the eternal ground of perception. 
  
—Karl Barth, The Epistle to the Romans 
 
Sojourners adventuring into unknown territories depend on the navigation 
instruments they might have access to and the capacity (faculty) to locate themselves on 
maps and to “read” the signs of the terrain in order to make decisions at every fork and 
crossroad on their way. In the spiritual journey of these communities every spiritual 
experience is mapped within a symbolic world grounded in the Scriptures and accessed 
through an interpretative strategy that I have called Bible-X-perience. At different stages 
in this journey of faith Borderlands dwellers built altars of prayer, fasting, and celebration 
and in the midst of these heavily, perception-loaded rituals they discern via La Facultad 
what the prophet described as “a word behind saying, -This is the way; walk in it.” (cf. 
Isaiah 30:21).  
What, then, does a ministry of spiritual formation with these communities look 
like? In the first place there needs to be instruction about the definition and content of this 
                                                          
25 Karl Barth, The Epistle to the Romans (New York: Oxford University Press, 1968), 29, 38. 
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ground of perception called Facultad.  In Hebrews 5:14 the biblical writer defines a 
mature person as one “who have their faculties trained through practice.”26 The Greek 
term for “faculty” occurs only here within the whole New Testament. However, in the 
Greek translation of the Old Testament (LXX) the term appears in Jeremiah 4:19 where 
the NRSV literally translates from the Hebrew “the walls of the heart.”27 In essence the 
word conveys the idea of the innermost parts of the self and in this verse Jeremiah uses it 
to describe his internal aguish along with other terms such as heart, soul, and bowels.  
Unfortunately, by the time the letter/sermon to the Hebrews was written the term 
was already loaded with mainstream cultural Greek philosophical and ethical 
connotations and according to some biblical scholars it was understood as the “organ of 
sense” and therefore as the “ability to make moral decisions.”28There is a passage in the 
fourth book of Maccabees, written probably in the first century, which illustrates the 
transformation of the concept from the visceral Hebrew connotation to the Greek 
philosophical conceptualization. “When God fashioned human beings, he planted in them 
emotions and inclinations, but at the same time he enthroned the mind among the senses 
(faculty) as a sacred governor over them all.” (2:22) This philosophical posture about the 
inferiority of all non-rational dimension and faculties of our selves have eclipsed the 
theological reflection and spiritual practices in the West for two millennials.  
                                                          
26 Lattimore, The New Testament. 
 
27 The New Revised Standard Version (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1999). 
 
28 DeSilva, Perseverance in Gratitude, 213; William F. Arndt and F. Wilbur Gingrich, A Greek-English 
Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1957), 24. 
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However, for people of Mesoamerican and South American indigenous ancestry 
like the members of these congregations, intuition, imagination, and sensory bodily and 
aesthetic perceptions are well developed faculties considered to have the same 
epistemological reliability than logical-mental-rational process. This is also the biblical 
notion:  
I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present 
your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your reasonable 
worship. Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your 
minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God-- what is good and acceptable and 
perfect. (Romans 12:1-2) 
When a paradigmatic text for spiritual trans-formation such as Romans 12:1-2 is 
viewed in light of the foregoing observations it is almost impossible to ignore how the 
body (soma), the mind (nous), and the reason (logicos) as well as to the capacity to 
analyze/discern (dokimazo) what is good and pleasing (aesthetics) are interrelated in the 
processes of spiritual renewal and transformation.  
The variety of modes of perception which I observed in rituals and was told about 
during the interviews on these congregations ranged from bodily sensations to intuitive 
discernments and from ecstasy-like visions to revelatory dreams.29And yet, during the 
interviews the transition from personal experience to biblical precedent was always 
                                                          
29 For contemporary approaches to the role of the body in the practice of spiritual discernment and 
theological reflection see Beverly J. Lanzetta, “Women’s Bodies as Mystical Text,” in Radical Wisdom: A 
Feminist Mystical Theology (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2005), 155-173; and M. Shawn Copeland, 
Enfleshing Freedom: Body, Race, and Being (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2010).  An interesting 
assessment of the creative spiritual power of dreams is presented by Linda Sexson in “Tinkering the 
Universe: The Art of Dream,” Spiritus 2, no. 2 (2002): 163-172. 
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natural and no one of the interviewees deemed necessary to explain the epistemological 
leap they were taking. It was taken for granted that whatever channel God used in the 
past to communicate with biblical personages is still available to them today. 
The dichotomy reason-imagination is foreign to their anthropology and for that 
reason a spiritual writer as Gloria Anzaldúa refers to this epistemology as “magical 
thinking.” Magical thinking reads what happens in the external world in terms of personal 
intentions and interests. It uses external events to make meanings and to engage in 
conceptual interpretations by translating images as symbols for concepts and ideas. 
Anzaldúa explains, “I must do it [magical thinking] not by controlling the images as my 
conscious mind wants but by surrendering to them and letting them guide me.”30 As with 
Nepantla, there is a need to affirm and to validate the importance of the unconscious 
perceptiveness of the members of these communities. To privilege alternative ways of 
spiritual knowing among Latino immigrant communities is a way of resisting prevalent 
theological-spiritual discourses in academy and the institutional church which question 
the “objectivity” of emotions, feelings, and gut perceptions in the process of spiritual 
formation.31 
Finally, in implementing a ministry of Borderlands spiritual formation it is 
possible to flip the very concept of La Facultad on its head in order to challenge these 
                                                          
30 Anzaldúa, Light in the Dark, 4, 25. 
 
31 Ignatius of Loyola (1491-1556) refers to these as the “spiritual motions” that hover continually in our 
souls (SE. 6:1). In the Spiritual Exercises he describes these motions by different names such as agitations, 
inspirations, consolations, and desolations (SE. 17:2; 118:3; 213: 2). George E. Ganss, The Spiritual 
Exercises of Saint Ignatius: A Translation and Commentary (St Louis, MO: The Institute of Jesuit Sources, 
1992). 
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communities to face what Anzaldúa calls “el malestar de mi cultura.”32 According to 
Anzaldúa’s theory living between cultures (Nepantla) results in seeing double (Facultad) 
and eventually “seeing from two or more perspectives simultaneously renders those 
cultures transparent.”33 This double vision should help these communities to expose the 
malaises entrenched in Latino religious culture such as gender inequality in the 
congregations, all types of domestic violence in the homes, ethno-racism towards Latinos 
from different national and ethnic backgrounds, homophobia, and isolationism with 
respect to the Anglo majority culture. This is the peril Anzaldúa warns us against, to be 
brutalized by our cultural systems into insensitivity toward our own communities. 
 
Until They Have Faces: Spiritual Formation and Ethno-cultural Identity 
  For Christ plays in ten thousand places, 
  Lovely in limbs, and lovely in eyes not his, 
  to the Father through the features of men’s faces.34 
 
In his fundamental study of Mexican identity, The Labyrinth of Solitude Octavio 
Paz (1914-1998) characterizes the existential, identity-related predicament of Mexican 
descendent communities in California in the 1950s with these words: “The Mexican, 
whether young or old […] seems to me to be a person who shuts himself away to protect 
himself: his face is a mask.”35 In his analysis it was basically a “spiritual condition or 
                                                          
32 Anzaldúa, Borderlands, 43. Translation: I know the malaise of my culture. 
 
33 Anzaldua, “Now Let us Shift,” 549. 
 
34 Gerard Manley Hopkins, The Poems of Gerard Manley Hopkins, ed. W.H. Gardner and N.H. Mackenzie 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1967), 90. 
 
35 Octavio Paz, The Labyrinth of Solitude, trans. Lysander Kemp (New York: Grove Press, 1985), 29. 
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lack of spirit” what gave birth to the Pachucos, the groups of youths of Mexican ancestry 
who were socially stereotyped as “zoot suiters” because of their clothing, street culture 
and language.36  
It would be a serious mistake to imply from Paz’s analysis of those Mexican 
communities in the 1950s that all Latino immigrant communities in the U.S. live in a sort 
of existential labyrinth of solitude. Nevertheless, his observations point into a very 
sensitive, real, and yet unspoken issue among the congregations I have researched. Paz is 
correct in affirming that this deep-rooted reality lies at the spiritual level and I would add 
that it is a struggle to assert ethno, cultural, and religious identity despite the historic 
experience of faith of these Latino immigrant communities. 
The religious, military, and economic cataclysm occurred in Mesoamerica and 
South America at the end of the fifteenth century with the arrival of the European 
conquistadores can be compared to a gigantic Tsunami that wiped out almost entirely 
numerous groups of people with all their traditions and history. Today, more than five 
hundred years later the waves of ripple effects caused by the “discovery” are still 
devastating.  
Perhaps the most lucrative aspect of the whole enterprise for the European and the 
most destructive for the Indian was the spiritual conquest. As a popular Guatemalan 
saying implies, “When the Spaniards arrived, they told us to close our eyes and to pray. 
                                                          
36 Ibid., 13. 
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When we opened our eyes, we had their Bible and they had our land.”37 The devious 
transaction issued two pervasive residues: (1) that all previous spirituality was pagan and 
even demonic and therefore should be completely obliterated, and (2) that according the 
sacred book brought by the missionaries, Europeans were not just the heirs of all the land 
but strategically more important, that they were a superior race chosen by God to bring 
civilization to the quasi-animal aborigines.38 
Since the signing of Las Capitulaciones de Burgos in 1512, this narrative has 
seeped into the whole of Latino Christianity permeating its theology, liturgy, and 
spirituality.39 In addition to this, in Latino Protestant circles a collective, historical 
amnesia of what happed during the conquering and colonial periods paired with an 
innocent, apolitical reading of the bible have kept these communities detached from the 
spiritual traditions of their pre-Columbian cultures while carrying the unhealed wounds 
of a conflicting identity.40 This is the spiritual condition which Octavio Paz associated 
with an ethno-cultural identity crisis metaphorically hidden behind a protective mask. 
                                                          
37 Pablo Richard, “Indigenous Biblical Hermeneutics: God’s Revelation in Native Religions and the Bible 
(After 500 years of domination),” in Text and Experience: Towards a Cultural Exegesis of the Bible, ed. 
Daniel Smith-Christopher (Sheffield, England: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995), 260. 
 
38 For the religious and political intricacies of the Conquest see Enrique Dussel, A History of the Church in 
Latin America (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1981). 
 
39 Las Capitulaciones de Burgos was the first regulatory and juridical norm of the church in New Spain. In 
the document, signed on May 8, 1512 in the Castilian city of Burgos, the Spaniard kings authorized the first 
bishops to collect tithes from the church in the New World. The Capitulaciones also established that the 
priesthood was limited exclusively to the European missionaries and never for the natives whose pagan cult 
and diabolical spirituality was necessary to extinguish. The document contained laws and regulations with 
regard to the exploitation of the natives in the mining of gold. See Luis Rivera Pagán, “Las Capitulaciones 
de Burgos: Paradigma de las paradojas de la Cristiandad Colonial,” in Mas Voces: Reflexiones Teológicas 
de la Iglesia Hispana, ed. Luis Pedraja (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2001), 47-66. 
 
40 Justo L. González analyzes some theological and spiritual implications of this type of reading of our 
history and the Christian scriptures in González, Mañana, 75-87. 
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This is in my opinion the most pressing pastoral issue in Latino Protestant spirituality 
because at the center of spiritual formation are the stories of one’s culture and spiritual 
tradition and as Janet Ruffin writes “the narrative construction of spiritual identity is 
virtually impossible for a fragmented self.”41 
The task of spiritual formation is therefore to support these communities in the 
reconstruction of personal narratives of spiritual identity retrieved from their own wells, 
informed by the experiences of faith as immigrants, and framed by their interpretation of 
biblical texts. The first step in this process is to come to terms with the collective history 
of spiritual conquest and the concomitant residues of encrusted subconscious pain and 
subjective identity crisis latent in a fragmented self. Gloria Anzaldúa explains how “to 
become less vulnerable to all these oppressors, we have had to change faces […] some of 
us are forced to acquire the ability, like a chameleon, to change color when the dangers 
are many and the options few.”42 Octavio Paz also describes the process: “the mask of an 
old man is the history of various amorphous features that only take shape slowly, and 
vaguely after the profoundest contemplation. Eventually these features are seen as a face, 
and later as a mask, a meaning, a history.”43 
The Nahuatl people believed, even before the arrival of the Spaniards, that the 
predicament of the human condition was as having a wandering heart and a faceless 
countenance until one finds the only thing that is true on this earth, namely poetry (la flor 
                                                          
41 Ruffing, “Spiritual Identity and Narrative,” 63. 
 
42 Anzaldúa, Making Faces, Making Soul, xv. Ruffing also points out to the “chameleon self” as a 
postmodern construction of identity. See Ruffing, “Spiritual Identity and Narrative,” 64. 
 
43 Paz, The Labyrinth of Solitude, 10. 
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y el canto).44 In the religious conception of the Nahuatl people the function of the 
spiritual leader (Tlamantini) was to “set a mirror (tézcal) in front of the disciples to make 
them sane and careful so that a face might appear on them.”45 To this ancient spiritual 
practice is to what Anzaldúa refers as making face-making soul. She writes, “we break 
the false mirrors in order to discover the inner faces.”46 And, in his mythic novel Till We 
Have Faces, C.S. Lewis dramatically illustrates queen Orual’s forty-year long spiritual 
journey and battle against the gods. At the end of the book Orual finds the answer to the 
question which has beleaguered her soul for so long and said, “I saw well why the gods 
do not speak to us openly… How can they meet us face to face till we have faces?”47 
From a biblical perspective spiritual formation is a life-long journey in which the 
whole compound of our being (inner-self and outer-materiality) undergoes 
transformations at diverse levels of experience. This process moves the self from 
fragmentation to integration, from independence to communion, and from isolation to 
community. In the imagery of the bible, this gradual transformation occurs as the 
individual looks in the mirror of the perfect law of liberty (James 1:23-25) with unveiled 
face glimpsing the glory of God (2 Corinthians 3:18) dimly and partly, until the speaking, 
the thinking, and the knowing about God is complete and they see face to face (1 
Corinthians 13:9-12). 
                                                          
44 Ibid., 191. 
  
45 Portilla, La Filosofia Nahuatl, 68. My translation. 
 
46 Anzaldúa, Making Faces, xxvii. 
 
47 C.S. Lewis, Till We Have Faces: A Myth Retold (Orlando, FL: Harcourt, 1984), 294. 
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The challenge of spiritual formation is helping the sojourners to realize that ethno-
racial labels of identity such as Latino/a, Hispanic, foreign alien, or immigrant are social 
constructs, masks imposed on them by other people with the purpose of inscribing their 
faces with narratives of race that oppress instead of liberate as the perfect law does.  To 
encourage the Borderlands dwellers to “face” the spiritual history of our pueblo taking 
off the European-made veil that insists that the gospel came to the Americas exclusively 
via Spain as part of a colonial process and ignoring the immense reservoir of religious 
wisdom accumulated through centuries of reflection and spiritual practice in these lands. 
Accompanying individuals and communities in the process of discerning their 
true identity not from a human point of view but as the new creation they are in Christ, 
entrusted with the ministry of reconciliation and called  to be ambassadors to the world 
because everything old has passed away –including the trespasses of others against them 
(2 Corinthians 5:16-19).48 As Anzaldúa brilliantly puts it, “at some point, on our way to a 
new consciousness, we will have to leave the opposite bank; the split between the two 
mortal combatants somehow healed so that we are on both shores at once…once we 
decide to act and not react.”49 This is in a nutshell the basis for a program of spiritual 
formation in the Borderlands. 
 
                                                          
48 Ruffing says that in this process we are compelled to reframe our stories in dialogue with God because 
“the story of spiritual identity is always a story coauthored by self and God.” See Ruffing, “Spiritual 
Identity and Narrative,” 70.  In a like manner Orlando Crespo observes, “we must invite God into our 
ethnic journey so that through his Spirit our eyes and hearts would be open to its proper place in our life 
and in our mission.” See Crespo, Being Latino in Christ, 145. 
 
49 Anzaldúa, Borderlands, 100-101. 
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Biblical Readings & Social Arenas for Spiritual Formation 
To be rooted is perhaps the most important and least recognized need of the 
human  soul… A human being has roots by virtue of his real, active and natural 
participation in the life of a community which preserves in living shape certain 
particular expectations for the future… Every human being needs to have multiple 
roots. It is necessary for him to draw well-nigh the whole of his moral, intellectual 
and spiritual life by way of the environment of which he forms a natural part. 
 
     —Simone Weil, The Need for Roots 
 
As Simone Weil correctly observes in the previous epigraph spiritual formation 
does not occur in a social vacuum. The inner features of the spiritual geography factored 
in this chapter –Nepantla, Facultad, and Making face/soul- must be materialized in 
specific social arenas such as home, neighborhood, congregation, and the larger society. 
In light of my observations I consider that a sustained ministry of spiritual formation at 
these congregations has to be bolstered by biblical reflection in three specific areas of 
social rootedness: (1) ethno-cultural identity, (2) transgenerational ministry and (3) 
discernment of Imperial narratives. At the same time this critical reflection needs to be 
accompanied with a militant spirituality of resistance, accommodation, and alternative in 
those areas respectively.50 This vision for spiritual formation is aimed to equip members 
of different generations, genders, nationalities, and denominational backgrounds through 
the programs of these congregations so that they can learn to navigate strategically 
diverse social arenas by developing a spirituality that keeps these three postures in 
balance. 
                                                          
50 Brueggemann’s discussion on the parallels between the sixth century BCE Babylon Empire and 
contemporary U.S. imperial claims sparked my imagination to articulate a spirituality of resistance, 
accommodation, and alternative deployed in order to respond to the totalitarian claims of allegiance and 
assimilation of the U.S. religious-cultural ethos. See Walter Brueggemann, Out of Babylon (Nashville, TN: 
Abingdon Press, 2010), 11. I use the term militant intentionally because of the use of language of spiritual 
warfare in 1 Peter (e.g., 1:13; 2:11; 4:1; and 5:8-9).  
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For communities of faith in which the bible occupies a role of enormous 
importance it is imperative to implement pastoral practices of biblical reflection designed 
to equip individuals meet those challenges through the interpretative fusion of biblical 
material and contemporary life. Daniel Rodriguez frames the matter as a question: “Does 
the New Testament depict situations faced by the early church that are analogous to those 
faced by Hispanic churches in the early twenty-first century?”51 Fortunately there is 
sufficient space in the pages of the bible to parallel the stories of immigration of 
contemporary Latino communities with the narratives of ancient peoples “on the move.” 
Moreover, there are at least three early epistles addressed to immigrant or ethnic diverse 
communities (cf. James 1:1, Hebrews 13:24, and 1 Peter 1:1). 
  
(1) Affirming ethno-cultural identity: A Spirituality of Resistance  
Commenting on the etymological and socio-cultural meaning of the Greek terms 
for exiles (paraikos) and aliens (parepidemous) in 1 Peter 2:11, John H. Elliott concludes 
that these terms “indicate not only the geographical dislocation of the recipients but also 
the political, legal, social, and religious limitations and estrangement which such 
displacement entails.” 52 The writer of the letter to the Hebrews presents the fact that 
Abraham and his descendants sojourned as strangers (xenos) and foreigners 
(parepidemous) on the earth as paradigmatic for the spirituality of the recipients of the 
letter (cf. Hebrews 11:10-16 and 13:14). David A. DeSilva interprets their socio-cultural 
                                                          
51 Rodriguez, A Future for the Latino Church, 146. 
 
52 Elliott, A Home for the Homeless, 48. 
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and ontological condition using Victor Turner’s theory of ritual process in order to 
describe their marginal social location and the liminal state they inhabit at the “fringes 
and interstices of the social structure.”53 
The type of spirituality suitable for the dwellers of Nepantla is one that is aware 
of the subtle strategies of racial erasure and cultural assimilation whether on its religious 
version (the color line has been washed away through the blood of Jesus) or through the 
myth of a color blind-melting pot American society. There is also the threat of being 
labeled as “ethnic, colored, or Hispanic” with all the stereotypes associated with those 
terms. The kind of spiritual work that is required begins with neutralizing the internal 
effects of those terms by making them transparent exposing the processes, objectives, and 
uses of social constructions of race. Edwin Aponte refers to the response he got from one 
of his interviewees while discussing the use of “generic umbrella terms” to describe 
Latino spirituality, “Augh! Another label! The last thing I wanted to have happen was to 
have another label placed on me where people would again pre-judge me, make 
assumptions based on the biases they had toward the label and in many cases have their 
thoughts and feelings about me set, before we even had a conversation.”54  
This sharp spiritual insightfulness about the cultural pressure to “mask” and 
distort individual identities needs to be balanced with the cognizance of the richness and 
dangers of one’s own particular cultural tradition in such a way that it becomes possible 
to make a constructive contribution to the spirituality of the interlocutor.  As Elizabeth 
                                                          
53 DeSilva, The Letter to the Hebrews, 42-44. 
 
54 Aponte, ¡Santo!, 46. 
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Conde-Frazier affirms, this is a conversion process of intentional efforts to change our 
cultural narratives of prejudice into God’s biblical narrative of redemption.55 And, this 
task implies a double-edge work of biblical interpretation (cf. Hebrews 4:12), “we must 
deconstruct those readings that legitimate oppression, racism, sexism, and discrimination. 
Nonetheless …the deconstruction of oppressive readings is only the first step toward the 
reconstruction of liberating ones. Therefore, suspicion must lead to obedience […] to 
discern and to heed God’s will.56 
 
(2) Strengthening Transgenerational Ministry: A Spirituality of Accommodation 
First generation, pioneer pastor Juan Carlos Ortiz once said, “If our effort to 
maintain our culture in a foreign country makes our children leave the church, we have 
gained nothing.”57 A characteristic of Latino evangelicals, particularly the foreign born, 
first generation like the majority of members in my congregations is that they “feel 
compelled to create spiritual as well as cultural ghettos […] where they sustain and 
reinforce the culture, values, language, and practices” of their places of origin.58 
Unfortunately this separateness weakens the spiritual possibilities of these communities 
in particular with regard to the second and third generation of their children. The youth in 
these congregations experience social dimensions of Nepantlism to an extent which their 
                                                          
55 Conde-Frazier, A Many Colored Kingdom, 209. 
 
56 Jimenez, “The Bible: A Hispanic Perspective,” 77. 
 
57 Quoted in Martínez, Walk with the People, 110. 
 
58 Rodríguez, A Future for the Latino Church, 155. 
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parents do not comprehend and for that reason it is imperative to functionalize what 
David Rodriguez calls a “transgenerational ministry.”59 
Rodríguez coincides on the centrality of the narrative of Abraham for the 
interpretation of the spirituality of Latino immigrants and upon that biblical foundation he 
outlines a spirituality informed by the challenges and opportunities of the U.S. born 
Latino youth. Rodríguez believes that at this transitional point in the history of Latino 
Protestantism in the U.S. we must realize that “at significant turning points in the history 
of redemption, the Lord binds parent, child, and grand-child together through a common 
blessing and promise.”60 This type of intergenerational interpretation of “the promise” to 
Abraham resonates with the spirituality of these congregations because of how invested 
they are on this narrative.  
However, the implementation of transgenerational ministries will demand an 
attitude of critical reflection, negotiation and even accommodation on the part of the 
leaders who will need to revisit some of the premises of their spirituality in light of the 
cross-cultural and multilingual experiences of the new generations. Juan F. Martínez 
explains that “it is too easy for many Latinos to interpret the situation in this country only 
in positive or in negative terms, without being able to analyze the complexities of the 
impact of U.S. culture.”61 
                                                          
59 Ibid., 167. 
 
60 Ibid., 169. 
 
61 Martínez, Walk with the People, 87. 
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First generation leaders must realize that the youth in their communities are social 
“boundary crossers” and that unless they receive support and motivation from the 
congregation the vision of being a blessing to this nation –like Abraham and Sarah- will 
fall short. A spirituality of accommodation echoes the recommendation of the prophet 
Jeremiah to the immigrant community in Babylon, “build houses and live in them; plant 
gardens and eat what they produce. Take wives and have sons and daughters; take wives 
for your sons, and give your daughters in marriage, that they may bear sons and 
daughters; multiply there, and do not decrease.” (Jeremiah 29:5-6) Clearly, the community 
that embraces this type of spirituality is one in which the nurture of new generations 
shapes practical expectations for the future. A spirituality of accommodation is one that 
against the tempting alternatives of “assimilation, revolution, or escapism,” calls for 
critical engagement through the ministry of intergenerational spiritual formation.62 
 
(3) Discerning Imperial Narratives: A Spirituality of Alternative 
All of these died in faith without having received the promises, but from a 
distance they saw and greeted them. They confessed that they were strangers and 
foreigners on the earth, for people who speak in this way make it clear that they 
are seeking a homeland. If they had been thinking of the land that they had left 
behind, they would have had opportunity to return. But as it is, they desire a better 
country, that is, a heavenly one. 
    —Hebrews 11:13-16 
 
To live in Nepantla is to risk the safety and comfort of the center with its many 
totalizing and totalitarian versions of reality. For this reason the community addressed in 
Hebrews took its spiritual template for life at the margins of the Roman Empire from the 
                                                          
62 Villafañe, Seek the Peace, 2. 
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narrative of Abraham and his descendants. And as we have already seen, this is not a 
spirituality of disengagement but one of discernment through Facultad because the 
spiritual assessment of Imperial propaganda sees in the surface phenomena 
(entertainment-policies-public discourse) the meaning of deeper realities, the deeper 
structure (ultimate values and goals). To live out a spirituality of alternative entails first 
of all discerning the foundations, structures, and make-up of the present age.63 Second, 
assessing them in light of the counter-cultural message of the gospel, and finally, aligning 
thought, feeling, and action with God’s will (cf. Romans: 12:1-2).  
Spiritual formation as an alternative way of life in the Empire recognizes that 
prosperity might produce amnesia and insensitivity.64 For that reason spiritual practices 
such as biblical reflection, prayer, hospitality, and household economics in these 
communities should reinforce awareness to the fundamental difference between a “life-
style of abundance” and “a way of life abundant.”65 The writer of Hebrews invited the 
immigrant audience to enter a sacred, Nepantla-like place “outside the city gate”-outside 
the center of political-economic power- and to follow Christ’s way of the cross, refusing 
like Abraham to cast their hopes on the earthly city.  Instead they were to embody an 
alternative spiritual narrative, a spirituality that Michael J. Gorman calls “cruciformity.” 
                                                          
63 Jacques Ellul, The Presence of the Kingdom, 2nd ed. (Colorado Springs, CO: Helmers and Howard, 
1989), xi. 
 
64 Brueggemann, Out of Babylon, 15. 
 
65 Dorothy C. Bass and Craig Dykstra, “A Theological Understanding of Christian Practices,” in Practicing 
Theology: Beliefs and Practices in Christian life, ed. Miroslav Volf and Dorothy C. Bass (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans, 2002), 16. 
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Gorman defines it as “an ongoing reality, a life-style,” and the “experience of re-
presenting in living form the word of the cross.”66 
 
CONCLUSIONS AND CONTRIBUTIOS 
This thesis integrates three fields of academic and pastoral practice: ethnography 
as methodological tool for the study of spirituality, borderlands theory as category of 
analysis, and the pastoral practice of spiritual formation in Latino immigrant 
congregations. The process of research –field observation and bibliographic- analysis and 
correlation, and ministerial reflection has rendered its fruits on each one of these 
disciplines.  
Since the first interviews in the spring of 2015 until the phase of hearing feedback 
to the thesis from pastors and academicians in the summer of 2016, the project has been 
engaging and humbling at the same time. Being able to witness the resilience of the 
members and the pastoral imagination of the leaders has been a source of encouragement 
and joy. The experience has also made me humbler in speaking about the awe-inspiring 
lived religious experience that takes place in these congregations. 
For me the close exposure to the spiritual happenings in these churches was 
similar to Julian of Norwich’s vision of a small hazelnut in her hand. At times it feels as 
if I were looking inside a Christmas snow globe. These congregations were full of deep 
magic and mystery accessible only through intentional intersubjective participation. I 
                                                          
66 Michael J. Gorman, Cruciformity: Paul’s Narrative Spirituality of the Cross (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 2001), 30, 33. 
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came to realize that participant observation and semi-formal interviews were gateways to 
a symbolic, elusive world which defies rigid definitions and quantification.  
I collected the data and the data was concrete, “objective,” quantifiable, and 
suitable to substantiate the bare facts and numbers of the sample. But I needed to interpret 
it and I was not convinced that the “facts” could be entirely explained by sociological 
theory. At that point I comprehended that I was crossing another frontier in the region 
where sociology of religion and spirituality share borders. I realized that these disciplines, 
apparently holding conflicting or incompatible premises, actually have some common 
goals because both inquiry into, contest, and imagine the presence of the divine in 
language, social structure, practice, and identity formation. 
Therefore, practitioners of ethnographic research have important contributions to 
make to the study of Latino Protestant spirituality especially in areas such as the 
demographic configuration of diverse communities, social trends of immigration, and 
theories of identity formation. In the case of this thesis many of the pressing questions 
during the stages of data collection and coding of interviews were clarified when I 
consulted the findings of sociologists of Latino religion related to patterns of immigration 
in specific Latino subgroups. 
In my estimation the most important contribution of this thesis to the field of 
Latino Protestant spirituality is the use of Gloria Anzaldúa’s conceptualization of 
Borderlands spirituality as analytical and interpretative frame of reference. I believe that 
Anzaldúa’s theoretical construe of the spiritual reverberations of peoples of Nepantla is 
unique and practically uncharted by theoreticians and practitioners alike. The strength of 
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her spiritual vision lies in the confluence of various streams of experience, religious 
traditions, and social milieu organized around a visionary landscape and journey of the 
soul in the same tradition that Teresa de Avila’s mansions of the self. 
With the category of Nepantla Anzaldúa is able to capture existential landscapes 
and internal dynamics of my Borderlands experience and the experience of members in 
these communities in ways I have not found been featured in any other spirituality. The 
permeability of the concept corresponds to the fluidity of the experiences it portrays and 
in turn it allows space to interpret geopolitical, ethnic, linguistic, and historical 
configurations of the self. Nepantla also provides an ontological terrain wherein the 
epistemological strategy of La Facultad and the ethical imperative of Making 
face/Making soul can be positioned. 
The theorization and descriptions of La Facultad validate ways of knowing 
generally overlooked or considered suspicious on academic discourses of spirituality. In a 
culture based on the myth of the exactness and objectivity of the scientific method, La 
Facultad puts a question mark by reclaiming the importance of imagination, intuition, 
and unconscious processes in the human endeavor of apprehending truth. La Facultad 
brings to the forefront questions about the spiritual meaning and role of the body, 
sensorial feelings, and gut discernment in the spiritual formation of individuals and 
communities. 
The Mesoamerican spiritual practice of Making face-Making soul addresses a 
crucial need at the core of these congregations. Anzaldúa’s description of Latino-colored 
faces as surfaces wherein social inscriptions and identity scripts are engraved is the most 
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accurate prognosis I have read of the predicament in which I see Latino immigrant 
communities enmeshed. At the same time, it prescribes how to assert one’s ethno-cultural 
identity by carving out new faces and healing hearts and souls via the poetic-aesthetic 
spiritual discernment which the Nahuatl peoples coded by the expression flor y canto. 
Anzaldúa’s contributions in these three nomenclatures of spiritual discourse are 
transferable into biblical imagery of spiritual Christian living and for this reason the 
integration aimed at in this thesis could represent an important step in the study of Latino 
Protestant theology and practice in spiritual formation. Further explorations of Nepantla 
as locus of theological reflection, Facultad as category of theological anthropology, and 
Making face/Making soul as spiritual practice are still needed. Finally, the contribution of 
Borderlands spirituality as described in this thesis is not limited to communities of the 
“other Hispanics” but rather I contend that all Latino experiences resonate at different 
levels with the spirituality I have tried to map out in this project. 
Pastors, spiritual companions, and professors involved in programs of doctor of 
ministry in the context of Latino Protestantism in the U.S. might benefit from the 
conclusions and contributions of this thesis. The common themes or stages of the spiritual 
journey of Latino immigrants which surfaced during the interviews might assist those 
involved in pastoral or missional ministry with these communities giving them insight 
and a frame of reference useful in order to respond more adequately to the needs and 
challenges of their congregations. The discussion of diverse theological interpretations of 
the experience of immigration in different Latino communities is a tool and furnishes an 
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enhanced understanding of the socio-cultural and historic factors key for effective 
ministry in areas such as preaching, liturgy, counseling, hospitality, and social advocacy. 
Formal spiritual direction is not a major component of Latino Protestant 
spirituality. The notion of “director” places immediately a stumbling block in the 
relationship of trust and comradeship that characterizes Latino interactions. In practice, 
people develop informal webs of spiritual companioning through bible studies, shared 
interests, and common places of work or neighborhoods. However, the importance of 
spiritual guidance is a notable feature of the leadership role in these communities. In this 
sense, pastors and leaders will find my approaches to Borderlands spirituality appropriate 
to complement their own insights and discernments in the practice of spiritual counseling 
and guidance. It is possible that some of the sources where I got the raw material for my 
thesis (Nahuatl spirituality, borderlands theory, and sociology of religion) might make 
some readers hesitant about the “orthodoxy” of my project. I understand their feelings 
and encourage them to take whatever they find valuable of my work. 
Finally, the issue that weights heavier in my pastoral sensitivity at the end of this 
investigation relates to the urgency to brace these communities with a spirituality of 
discernment effective to unmask widespread narratives of nationalism, militarism, 
xenophobia, totalitarianism, and consumerism “even when these ideologies and modes 
seem in conformity with the gospel.”67 At every level in the day to day internal ministry 
and external mission of these congregations, I have witnessed the ubiquity of these 
narratives in their religious versions undergirding a spirituality of Christian Empire. 
                                                          
67 Ellul, The Presence of the Kingdom, xii. 
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Subplots of personal freedom, communitarian prosperity, and national progress seem to 
work the exact opposite by producing standardization of liturgical worship, reification of 
spirituality through socio-economic status, and bondage to an endless technological 
suppression of face to face human interaction. Yet, I believe that the Latino Protestant 
immigrant community has the spiritual resources to issue an alternate narrative of 
abundant life.  
They know how to drink from the spiritual well that has escorted them throughout 
their sojourning in the U.S. Southern lands (1 Corinthians 10:4). They come from places 
where treasures and riches are recognized in the flows of the rivers, the highs of the 
mountains, and the sweetness of tropical fruits. They feel more attracted by the evocation 
of fraternal solidarity than by the Imperial propaganda of personal success. They long for 
informal celebration, hugs and laughs, ancestral food, familiar music, and the many 
things that consumerism and technology could never afford. For these reasons, and 
regardless of the pervasiveness of a U.S. version of Christian Empire, I envision 
Borderlands spirituality in this and in future generations of Latino immigrants along the 
prophetic tradition of John the exiled: 
Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing 
from the throne of God and of the Lamb through the middle of the street of the 
city. On either side of the river is the tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit, […] 
and the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations. (Revelation 22:1-2).
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